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“…diversity may be the hardest thing for a society to live with and perhaps the most dangerous
thing for a society to be without.”
--William Sloane Coffin in The Heart is a Little to the Left, 70

“It is precisely the chronotope that provides the ground essential for the showing-forth, the
representability of events.”
--Mikhail Bakhtin in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, 250).
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ABSTRACT

Tammy Parks

SPACE AND TIME IN THE MURALS OF THOMAS HART BENTON AND DIEGO
RIVERA: REPRESENTATION AND MEMORIALIZATION OF NATIONAL IDENTITIES.

In this study, I will show how the categories of linear time and horizontal space in the
United States and cyclical time and vertical space in Mexico persist into the 20th century and are
revealed in the public mural art of Thomas Hart Benton and Diego Rivera. Incorporating the
thinking of Mikhail Bakhtin, Martin Heidegger and Rudolf Arnheim, I will demonstrate that the
murals articulate the origin stories of each nation by drawing on the chronotopes (time-space)
utilized by each artist to serve as the formal structures of national memorials.
I will argue that in the United States a national identity and collective memory are
associated with a linear sense of time in which the past is insignificant and the present is simply a
necessary step towards the future while a horizontal concept of space prevails in which the axis
mundi expands and tilts outward and is best associated with the ideas of manifest destiny,
constant change, progress, freedom and open space.
In contrast, we find in Mexico a national identity where collective story and memory are
associated instead with a cyclical sense of time in which the past, present and future are
constantly linked and concurrent, and a vertical concept of space around which one centers
identity that lessens the distance between diverse peoples physically as well as culturally.
Building on the work of Paul Ricoeur, Raymond Williams, Erika Doss, Yi Fu Tuan and
Hannah Arendt, I will further show that the representations in the chronotopes of Benton and

vii

Rivera are incomplete and need to be expanded upon to shape a more inclusive national
understanding of “we” in both countries that reflects the diversity of its citizens.

Key words: Thomas Hart Benton, Diego Rivera, Mikhail Bakhtin, chronotope, memorial,
imagined communities.
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INTRODUCTION
“Art works are created, not, however, simply through craftsmanship by a particular artist, but as
the knowing bringing forth of beings into unconcealedment.”
--Heidegger interpreted by Jeffrey Wattles in his synopsis of The Origin of the Work of Art, 275

The Chronotopes of Benton and Rivera
In this study, I will show how the categories of linear time and horizontal space in the
United States and cyclical time and vertical space in Mexico established during the formation of
these two countries persist into the 20th century and are revealed in the public mural art of
Thomas Hart Benton and Diego Rivera. I will show that these murals rely on the two dominant
chronotopes utilized by each artist to articulate the stories that memorialize national identities.
I will argue that in the United States a national identity and collective memory are
associated with a linear sense of time in which the past is insignificant, or a nostalgic prelude to
our destiny, and the present is simply a necessary step for the future, and a horizontal concept of
space in which the axis mundi tilts and moves outward and is best associated with the idea of
manifest destiny1 and the idea of constant change, progress, freedom and open space. In
contrast, we find in Mexico a national identity and collective story and memory associated with a
cyclical sense of time in which the past, present and future are constantly linked and concurrent,
and a vertical concept of space around which one centers identity that lessens the distance
between diverse peoples physically and culturally. I will further show that an understanding and
perception of these categories represent a dominant ideology that overlooks any counter
narratives that can include more diversity within a national identity in our contemporary times.
Time and space are two major categories and frameworks located in the forms2 of these
two artists, which leads to further questions I wish to consider: What are the artists’
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understanding of space and time? How and when was their understanding of space and time
created and how is it maintained? What role does the history of each country’s formation,
identity and tradition3 play in their sense of time and space? How does an artist create a work of
art for the public that attempts to express a sense of “we the people” when the people are an
amalgamation of different races, religions, customs, languages and beliefs? What visual form4
can be a concrete representation yet remain abstract enough to denote the idea of nationhood and
of shared identities? How does this understanding of space and time shape a country’s
ideological understanding of “we?”
I am utilizing the categories of horizontal space and vertical space because currently there
are no words to define fully the role of geography on the experience of being somewhere
particular in the world. This affects the understanding of identity for a citizenry in both personal
and communal terms. When one has a horizontal understanding of space he or she looks at the
world with a focus on movement and progression as a way to understand transcendence through
immanence. The deep horizon represents the ideas of “social mobility and optimism about the
future” (Tuan, Space 24) and is an expression of transcendence. Those with a vertical sense of
space or axis mundi have a conscious and constant awareness of their being in a particular place
in the world. They are not preoccupied with being somewhere else, and the physical and
psychical distance in space is therefore mitigated between individual people who share that
space. This altitude or proclivity for verticality can be associated with the idea of absolute or
divine knowledge that can be found here instead of somewhere else.
I am categorizing two major ideas of time. The first can be represented by an arrow
where time moves linearly with an emphasis on the present and future. Time is told in terms of
space, and progress is signified as the overriding characteristic of linear time with the past acting

3

more like a negligible backdrop. Time as a circle or a wheel, on the other hand, links the past,
present and future in an eternal association where no time is dominant or more important to
another.
Space and time are essential in all works of art. Mikhail Bahktin articulated the way an
artist, specifically in literature, creates space and time in the arts as the chronotope (Clark 278).
Chronotope can be translated as “time-space.” It is a term coined by Mikhail Bakhtin in his
Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel, to refer to how time and space are configured
in language, literature and discourse that give each its particular genre framework. We will apply
this setting of a narrative to visual art in this study. For Bahktin, the chronotope is responsible for

constructing certain genres such as the Greek adventures and the chivalric romances which
contain characteristics, meanings and beliefs (Clark 279-82) by helping to realize changing
historical perspectives. The chronotope, time-space, in the visual arts, can also help us to
identity the distinctions, genres and ideologies in paintings, sculptures, photos, etc. A viewer’s
encounter with Benton and Rivera’s murals take place within the context of a distinctive
chronotope created by the work.
By labeling the categories of space and time as “experienced,” I mean to distinguish my
interests from both a scientific definition of the concepts of time and space (as in physics or
cosmology) and a Kantian investigation of space and time as a priori categories of human
understanding. This is not to dispute the importance of Kant’s placement of space and time “in
the subjectivity of the human mind that formally shapes this world” (Casey 136), but there needs
to be an acknowledgement of the lived body in the physical world as well and how being in the
world is also shaped by time and space. My perspective on time and space is phenomenological,
considering space and time forming and informing identity and values in the context of lived
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experience by particular finite and embodied human beings with both rational and sensual
natures who find themselves in particular places. As Luc Ferry states, phenomenology is “the
description of lived experience…without any a priori, anything being brought in from outside”
(Ferry 44). With this he appropriates Hegel’s notion of philosophy as “‘the understanding of
what is’ and ‘its age grasped in thought.’ This is an excellent definition of the theoretical part of
philosophy which justifies us in taking the lessons of history into account” (Ferry 45).
Heidegger used the term gestell or enframing to describe the way of ordering or
structuring experiences, values and feelings about the world in a work of art (Heidegger,
Question 20). Based on this definition, the chronotope can be thought of as a form of enframing
as it contextualizes the narratives of art works. Heidegger wrote extensively against the negative
enframing of technology, but this study will focus on whatever positive and/or negative aspects
may manifest. Most importantly, the study will address the way the chronotope can organize
thinking and identity.
In Robert B. Stulberg’s essay regarding “The Origin of the Work of Art” he explains
Heidegger’s belief that we must ask not “what are the peasant shoes made of?” but, “what are the
peasant shoes for?” (Stulberg 259). So, what are the visible forms that Benton and Rivera used
for? Benton and Rivera are creating parallel worlds artistically that allow us to see the identity
narratives that dominated their histories and later, their contemporary times.

The Visual Forms of Benton and Rivera in Particular
Why have I chosen to focus on Benton and Rivera instead of the other mural painters of
their time? Both of these artists were commissioned to create public murals that expressed a
national sentiment or sense of collective identity, yet their visual forms were different (from one
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another), their interpretation of space and time so distinct. Benton’s visual forms were
dynamically different from that of Rivera’s. Benton’s many figures were tall and rhythmic but
they could not fill up the deeply penetrating and horizontal spaces of the landscapes they
inhabited that never hinted to the past but beckoned to the future. Benton used a very horizontal
space with deep horizons that reiterated his sense of time that moved linearly from the past
through the present towards the future in his representation. In contrast, Rivera’s massive figures
were pressed up against the shallow picture planes where time is in a constant state of flux with
images of the past, present and future intermingled among the figures. Rivera used a very
vertical and shallow space that held the past, present and future circling in an endless cycle in his
representation. Aristotle, in his Poetics, identified three major characteristics of representation:
the object (what is represented), the medium or means (the materials used to represent) and the
mode or manner (the way the idea or thing is represented). For Aristotle, representation is the
way people construct knowledge and learn. What did Benton and Rivera learn, and what do
others learn from their encounters with their representations of space and time?
Most importantly, the mural works of Benton and Rivera show how storytelling
illuminates notions of personal and national identity, as well as memory reflected and reinforced
by artistic representation. Artistic representation consists of those objects, words and symbols
that the artist chooses to denote meaning in order to communicate with his or her audience. Our
study will include their public work only as their private commissions respond to very different
questions and needs. It can be argued that Benton and Rivera, in their attempt to visualize and
paint a national narrative, were creating national memorials.
Can the chronotopes that Benton and Rivera used in their national murals be delineated?
What influenced their chronotopes and motivated their interpretations when they were
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attempting to express a “we” on a grand scale as opposed to when they were in an individual
communion with a smaller canvas? What role did their separate personal narratives and national
histories play in their art forms? Can the act of trying to create a more objective and collective
art form for a large and disparate audience require the artists to resort to a larger and more
universal idea as their inspiration or an armature for the public works?
By the early 20th century, both Mexico and the US had been through bloody civil wars,
had experienced various waves of immigration and economic crises and seen the rise and fall of
political and military leaders and political parties. What forms and chronotopes could reflect a
collective voice and identity and create a “we” among a nation of “I’s” in each country
respectively in the 20th century? My belief is that the forms being used by both Benton and
Rivera were a reflection of a certain historical understanding and ideology becoming prevalent at
that time, the early 20th century, that requires public art to rely on an older origin story to unify
the diversity of their present existence. These understandings and ideologies make up the
imagined communities in which they lived, both on a local and national scale. Benedict
Anderson describes our communities, beyond the most intimate of relationships we have with
close family and friends, as imagined since we will never know or meet most of our fellow
members of our neighborhoods and nations (Anderson 63). Our relationships and identities exist
because “in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (Anderson 49), similar to
shared images created by stories. We are all born into stories. There is an inside and outside
dimension of our stories. First, we are shaped by the stories that we are told and then we begin
to shape those stories with our retellings and interpretations.
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Methodology
My research looks at the phenomena of these two artists and their countries respectively
in a biographical and cultural investigation. This effort included close readings in history,
religion, philosophy, literature, art and human geography that led to an understanding of the
categories of time and space for each artist and for artists and audiences of today involved in
creating a national representation/story of collective identity. This qualitative approach can best
be summarized as a documentary analysis as the artists in question are unavailable for direct
observation or interviews. Their murals are not simply large paintings placed in public spaces
but are memorials with visual forms and chronotopes that attempt to symbolize and celebrate the
national identity of two distinct citizenries and nations. Storytelling creates images in our minds.
These mental images are a wonderful combination of those given to us and those that we create
as we are told stories and we tell stories in a never-ending cycle of narrative and images. My
research focuses on how Benton and Rivera share the stories they inherited from their history,
culture and ideology and how, using their respective chronotopes, they created the forms that
illustrated those stories and best communicated their concomitant identities.
Ultimately, the chronotopes utilized by Benton and Rivera come into focus by a close
reading of their public murals in two case studies. Similar to a close reading of a piece of
literature, the close reading of the murals combines a formal and a contextual analysis of the
paintings that allow us to recognize the chronotope that dominates each artist’s work by
constantly interrogating the work. This approach is similar to identifying patterns in human
behavior, but here the patterns are artistic representations that reinforce the ideas held by the
artists. As this approach relies heavily on interpretation, counter-arguments must also be
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addressed but shown to be less influential in their ultimate impact on the respective cultures and
work of Benton and Rivera.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter One: A Genealogy of Storytelling, Identity and Memory
In this first chapter I explore space and time by recognizing how the chronotope, the
time-space of a work of art as defined by Mikhail Bakhtin, locates the ways in which artists
create parallel worlds that allow viewers to step within the stories to experience the perspectives,
voices and representations of others. Using Bakhtin’s chronotope as a guide, I further will utilize
Heidegger’s thinking in terms of the role of art as it allows us to see and reflect upon things that
we take for granted in our everyday lives.
The thinking of Rudolf Arnheim figures prominently in my work because he clarifies the
ways in which people use representation as part of their cognitive and artistic understanding.
Arnheim’s work underscores the Hegelian ideas of self-consciousness and Heidegger’s belief in
artwork as access to identity, historical contexts and Being. The function of works of art is to
give people a sense of their identity. Art is a primary means of thinking and perceiving, and
therefore, a means of making memories and creating memories. There is a cyclical and
reinforcing relationship between ideas and memories and their representations. The visual form
of art both shapes and is shaped by the ideas it expresses.
Next, we investigate how individuals come to be in imagined communities that are
created and how identities develop via stories and narratives, beginning at a personal level and
then moving towards a communal level. Beginning with the ideas of Martin Buber, we can see
how other people are constituent of individual self-consciousness and identity, believing, as he
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does, that individuals become self-conscious via discourse with others as we are social beings.
An examination of the “dialogic” and “polyphonic” in Bahktin’s thinking shows how our
encounters in the real world and in stories/art shape our identity. Finally, Paul Ricouer’s work
will undergird my emphasis on the sedimentation of memory5 in the creation of identities and
stories. A sense of communal memory and identity and associated works created in the present
can inspire or encourage a sense of communal and national identity. All communal identities
require a sense of a shared past or memories whether that past or those memories are real or
fashioned.

Chapter Two: US Space and Time
In this chapter, I focus first on the United States to show how the dominant way to create
a sense of communal identity among a nation of such disparate people was concentrated on the
origin stories of the United States. The origin/creation stories of the US are many generations
removed from the 20th century of Benton. That gap in time can allow for the development of
truthful documentation of the past, but perhaps more importantly, it permits the space for
creating a myth or foundational story of a nation’s origins. Since the beginning of time, origin
myths have been adopted by cultures and their evolving generations for various reasons.
Immigrants also adopt the origin myths of their new nations as they are adopting and adapting to
the new nation. After I identify the origin myths of the United States by researching the work of
historians, philosophers, poets, artists, etc., I will qualify how the US origin stories are
intrinsically tied to the mythos of the “pioneer” and a horizontal sense of space and a linear
perception of time. The formative period of the settling of the New World will provide later
generations with a foundational understanding of time and space. These categories of time and
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space emerge whenever there is an attempt to create a national voice, a space where the
individual body seeks transcendence in becoming a part of a national body, an objective
reference for an individual to understand and identify with ideas like the American way,
American dream, American values, and American people.6 Fredric Jameson promotes the idea of
sedimentation by using texts to illustrate how the present is embedded in the past. He
emphasizes how foundational stories of the past define and articulate the consciousness of the
present (Jameson, Political 141).

Chapter Three: Mexican Space and Time
In this chapter, I will qualify how the Mexican origin story was inherently connected to a
vertical sense of space and a cyclical comprehension of time by establishing its origin myths. An
emerging Mexico maintains the mythological roots of its indigenous people7 in founding the
economy and culture in contrast to the US where a campaign of eradication and segregation was
waged. This large number of indigenous people in Mexico’s citizenry mixed with the
conquistadors and colonists who were ideologically the opposite of those of their northern
counterparts resulted in a counter cultural understanding of national identity and the present-day
sedimentation of elements of the past in the present.

Chapter Four: Thomas Hart Benton, A Case Study
In this chapter, there is an examination of Benton’s early life and education and a close
reading of multiple public murals by Benton reveals his consistent use of horizontal space and
linear time. Attention is given to Benton’s own statements along with the interpretation of his
work by critics. In the analysis, mural work from Benton spans approximately thirty years
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throughout his life to establish a persistent kind of space and time situated in all of his public
murals that have a national narrative.

Chapter Five: Diego Rivera, A Case Study
In this chapter, there is an investigation of Rivera’s early life and education and a close
reading of multiple public murals by Rivera that reveals his constant employment of vertical
space and cyclical time in the numerous public murals of Rivera. While paying attention to
Rivera’s own words and those of critics, the study looks at a thirty-year span of his public murals
formally and conceptually in order to identify his distinctive chronotope.

Chapter Six: An Analysis of Benton and Rivera
In this chapter, I will analyze the context of Benton and Rivera’s respective chronotopes
by looking specifically at each artist’s understanding of landscape, technology, human forms and
history. A deeper reading via comparison and contrast can enable a better understanding of their
process and knowledge embodied in their work.
A final question I have after identifying the meaning and purpose behind the public visual
forms of Benton and Rivera is whether the sense of identity and values behind the visual forms
are useful, discernable or limiting because of that very usage of space and time. Visual forms
generate ideas and ideas generate visual forms. If individuals are collectively identifying with
forms that reflect a certain type of space and time, are the visual forms themselves transmitting
ideas that are more positive or negative in their very nature to their audiences?
Heidegger believed that art is a singular way to understand our Being-in-the-world as it
illustrates the tension of revelation and concealment and allows us to see that which is invisible
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in our daily existence (Heidegger, Basic xii). The murals stand as a way to see the worlds of the
artists that they inhabited perhaps without them even being aware of recreating them. The
understanding of space and time of each of these artists were revealed as I stood in front of those
murals and then were concealed just as quickly. It would take me months to fully begin to
comprehend the worlds revealed in those visual forms, and if I am honest, could I truthfully tell
Heidegger I fully understand them today? The great importance for Heidegger and for myself as
a US citizen, rests in the fact that our attention to this parallel world created by art “can rescue
human beings for the role they must play—in safeguarding Being” (Heidegger, Basic 310).
George Smith categorizes “art as a practice, art as a way of seeing, a way of letting the world
unfold---a present-mindedness that again and again sees the opening out of a space within which
is unconcealed the holy ground of Being” (Smith, George 2). Art is not just representing
meaning but it is producing the meaning of the society we live in each day. These murals are not
just representing an understanding of “we the people” but are also producing that meaning for
the viewer. What does this mean for us in the 21st century? The visual art form of each of these
murals provided the occasion for these questions.

Conclusion
I conclude the research with the use of Mikhail Bahktin’s chronotope to justify my
opinion that US and Mexican national art that utilizes Benton and Rivera’s chronotopes with
their limited use of space and time does not actually represent the amalgamation and
heterogeneity of its respective citizens because it presents a monologue instead of a dialogue in
each country. These chronotopes for the US and Mexico promote ideologies instead of imagined
communities. The chronotope must be expanded by both nations and their artists to include the
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diversity of its people in its portrayal of and experience with national art in order to create a
polyphonic art that does not only serve the ideological position of its creator. It also allows the
art to remain as much mystery as revelation: who we were, who we are and who we might
become. This is reinforced by Hannah Arendt and her belief that there needs to be an open space
for change and communication that allows the unified whole to remain a multiplicity of diverse
individuals.
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CHAPTER ONE
A Genealogy of Story, Representation, Identity, Imagined Communities and Memorials

A Genealogy of Story
“Stories create community, enable us to see through the eyes of other people, and open us to the
claims of others.”
--Peter Forbes, Stearns
Storytelling is one of the oldest art forms used to situate our being in the world. It builds
an archeology of origin, identity, meaning and value over time. These categories answer the
primal questions about what are our beginnings, who are we in the world, why are we here, and
what matters to us in our lives? Stories are a part of our ontology as they help us to understand
our relationships and roles in the world. Humankind uses stories to make sense of the things that
have power or sway over us and to give order to human life. Stories, creations of the mind, are
filled with histories, ideas, beliefs, falsehood and truths of the world. Stories are repositories of
memory that give permanence to things that would otherwise be lost. Walter Benjamin
acknowledged how “information does not survive the moment in which it was new. A story
perseveres after a long time” (Olick 101). Stories are the way we have preserved our collective
memories and histories since time began.
Stories are a way of perceiving identity by understanding the stories of others and,
thereby, understanding and adding to our own stories. When Neil Gaiman writes in American
Gods that “Fiction allows us to slide into these other heads, these other places, and look out
through other eyes,” (Gaiman 285) we can see the similarities with Martin Heidegger’s belief in
art’s ability to open up spaces for insight and introspection. Stories and other art forms provide
us the condition for attunement8, a circumstance that can disclose to us what matters and what is
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important for our Da-sein (being) and identity (Heidegger, Being 134). Stories “set up a world,”
(Heidegger, Basic 170) a type of analogy or a set of symbols, that allow people to step outside of
themselves and understand things that normally they are unable to recognize as they are caught
up in their day-to-day existence. The frames of stories can counter the enframing9 of humanity.
Heidegger believed technology made humankind think of itself as an instrument or a tool meant
to be used (Heidegger, Basic 330). Heidegger, as a phenomenologist who was interested in our
individual experiential natures, was afraid that by objectifying ourselves we would lose our
subjectivity. Artists present in their work particular times, places, contexts and vantage points in
which to view the world. With these respective worlds we are able to have moments of
unconcealment10 in which to recognize our Being; art creates the poetic space (the worlds) that
allow us into the clearings, those times we are shown our Da-sein that keep us from getting lost
in what Heidegger called the standing reserve, where we become just tools or instruments to be
utilized (Heidegger, Question 17). Stories, poetry, novels, etc. can help reveal things to us in a
“bounded, artistic setting” (Stulberg 260) that we might otherwise not encounter in our everyday
existence.
Sharing stories is the way that we learn, qualify, discern, recognize, adjudicate, translate,
acknowledge, negate, regulate and comprehend our identities. Identity is a communal process
that includes stories that are created, inherited and passed along through generations. Without a
story or a history, there is very little that we can say about ourselves. Without stories we are
unable to express anything outside of our basic feelings because stories allow us to step outside
our generalized humanity and recognize our uniqueness alongside our place within society. The
stories people tell are essential to their ability to come together as well. By telling stories that
propose a common past and common interests for diverse groups of people, societies are better
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able to envision a common future as well as remember a common past. Stories allow us to step
out of the eternal present and the immediacy of the moment as we recognize that all people and
things are connected to the past and will be connected to the future. Stories do not represent the
totality of experiences and identity but are selected details, events, spaces and times that are used
to create an imagined whole experience. “The novelist, the poet, the philosopher, or the
theologian tells a story in order to find a story” (Winquist 111).
Stories played an integral role in the development of this dissertation and stories are the
best way to introduce this first chapter. The ideas introduced here are interwoven within
multiple disciplines with no prescribed sequence but they must be put into a prioritized order for
expediency, so stories are a way of telling this tale. Stories provide a frame or lens that utilizes
certain representations of space and time to embody certain ideas or ideologies. Stories are filled
with representations, and representations are the essential way we think, represent those thoughts
and create art. Representations also allow us to identify with others and create imagined
communities that enhance our understanding of being a part of a larger shared identity. As we
shall see, our sense of being a part of smaller and greater communities requires us to
memorialize our sense of shared identity in narratives and art works.

The Chronotope: Space and Time
“Space and time are the framework (pure a priori forms of sensible intuition) within which the
mind is constrained to construct its experience of reality.”
--Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 174-5
The Russian literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin wrote, “When a man is in art, he is not in
life, and vice versa” (Clark 56). Bakhtin was interested in how authors constructed time and
space in their writings and how readers experienced it. Bakhtin identified the way an artist,

17

specifically in literature, creates space and time in the arts as the chronotope. The chronotope
“time/space is a unit for studying texts according to the ratio and nature of the temporal and
spatial categories represented” (Clark 278). Bakhtin appropriated the word from Albert
Einstein’s use of it in his relativity theory but Bakhtin used it as a metaphor to describe the
interdependence and interconnectedness of space and time in a work of art. The chronotope is
the “place where the knots of narrative are tied and untied. It can be said without qualification
that to them belongs the meaning that shapes narrative" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 250). One can think
of the chronotope as the matrix where spatial and temporal structures are created, providing an
environment for encounters, dialogues and events.
For Bakhtin, the chronotope generates the metaphorical and symbolic meanings in art and
is responsible for constructing certain genres such as the Greek adventures and the chivalric
romances which contain particular characteristics, meanings and beliefs within their narratives.
These genres represent different views, meanings and ideologies. For example, the road may
provide the chronotope for an adventure story as the hero is taken on a sequential journey from
destination to destination, or the castle may offer the chronotope for the Gothic novel whose
architecture and furnishings contain the antiquity of monarchies. Neil Gaiman, a contemporary
author, describes the experience of a reader as one who can look through other eyes, echoing the
experience and the power of the chronotope that Bakhtin discussed in terms of literature but that
also can be found in the visual arts (Gaiman, 285). Gaiman’s books have been turned into films,
transforming the written chronotopes into visual ones.
Furthermore, Bakhtin identified the significance of the chronotope in the arts when he
describes the chronotope as, “time…thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible;
likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history”
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(Bakhtin, Dialogic 84). All the novel's abstract elements -- philosophical and social
generalizations, ideas, analyses of cause and effect -- gravitate toward the chronotope and
through it take on flesh and blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its work. Such is
the representational significance of the chronotope" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 253). The chronotope
reveals the value systems along with the personal and class identities (cultural, political or
organizational) of the characters in the narratives.
The chronotope, time-space, applied to the visual arts, can help to define the distinctions,
identities, genres, value systems and ideologies in paintings, sculptures, photos, etc. These world
views act as the carriers of social identity and memory. “It is precisely the chronotope that
provides the ground essential for the showing-forth, the representability of events” (Bakhtin,
Dialogic 250). We are simply passing through history whereas the art works are history. The
works become an encapsulation of time and space yet they exist beyond the confines of time and
space. Time shifts around them rather than through them. They become an embodiment – a
physical representation of a time, aesthetic, grace or wonder – which we, as beings caught in the
flow of time, respond to according to our own cultivation and refinement.
Art makes a space for ideas to be seen, the space of art that Bakhtin describes. Bakhtin
used the term of “authoring” to describe how humans use art to express and shape their
experiences and their perceptions (Clark 15). The counterpart world created in a story or a work
of art allows us to step outside of ourselves for a while to experience a story or object. Art
creates a rupture in our daily existence and allows us moments of clarity that are unattainable in
any other way than with our encounters with art. This is comparable to Heidegger’s clearing11,
or what some translate as lighting, that allows us insight to truth, meaning and knowledge
(Thomson 83). This clearing allows us to recognize and focus on ideas, issues, behaviors on a
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mediated level that may be too overwhelming or numerous to identify and deal with on the
world’s level. An artistic creation, the thing that is an embodied manifestation of a person’s
perspective and voice, is a point around which we can gather and share our thoughts and
feelings. A space and time is created for the viewer by the artist/author to step into a parallel
world that they have created by telling you what they see and hear. Space and time not only are
created by the work of art, but are essential representations in all works of art. Two different
forms of artistic representation, writing and painting, build their parallel worlds using the same
methodology of the chronotope. Authors create space/time with their words, while the visual
artists does so with their media and the forms they create. Therefore, we are able to read
paintings, sculptures, photographs, etc. like we read literature.
Immanuel Kant defined space and time as the a priori forms/representations of our
sensible intuition12 (Kant 24). Space and time are part of our ontology. These structures are an
essential way the human mind constructs and organizes reality and knowledge because through
them we constitute the world of experience, our forms of knowing (Schopenhauer 45). Without
sensation, no object would be perceivable. Without understanding, no object could be
conceived. I am not interested in the argument of whether space and time are real or ideal
(existing independently in reality or an integral structure/armature in our mind). Instead, I am
concentrating on how space and time are used metaphorically and interpretively, how they are
represented differently in art and how those representations are inherently filled with different
ideologies. I am interested in utilizing Bakhtin’s chronotope as the lens with which to evaluate
the forms found in the national murals of Benton and Rivera. What does their space and time tell
us about each of their senses of national identity in the first half of the twentieth century?
Benton and Rivera are thinking and expressing their national identities with the space and time
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they are utilizing in their murals. We must see how everyone uses images to think, to express
themselves and to negotiate their identities in order to understand how Benton and Rivera
represented their understanding of their respective national identities and developed each of their
distinctive chronotopes.

Cognitive and Artistic Representation
“The soul never thinks without an image”
--Artistotle (Arnheim, Visual 12)
Aristotle believed that the very way we learn and think is based on the mental images we
create. Rudolf Arnheim reiterates Aristotle’s belief when he explains how art making and
perception are integrated, “Thinking calls for images, and images contain thought” (Arnheim,
Visual 254) in a never-ending circle. Arnheim, influenced by the Gestalt Theory13 of psychology
and art, believed that that our minds are wired to recognize patterns and structures. Imagemaking is a kind of problem-solving in our process of thinking. It can be compared to the same
kind of mapping in which a cartographer is attempting to understand the actual lay of the land by
drawing boundaries, identifying mountains, streams, elevations, etc. Cognitive mapping and
using visual images are forms of clarification and thinking; a way of orienting ourselves.
“Image-making serves to make sense of the world.” (Arnheim, Visual 257). It is similar to a
tourist grounding his or her understanding by locating the mountain ahead and then finding it on
the map.
Gestalt principles in art allow us to recognize foregrounds, backgrounds, similarities,
proximities, boundaries, continuities, closures, and focal points. Furthermore, “Pictorial work is
a tool for the task of identifying, understanding and defining things, for investigating relations,
and creating order of increasing complexity” (Arnheim, Art 206). This is necessary for the mind
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to create representations of concrete things and abstract ideas. The mind can mentally map
things that exist and are actually experienced along with things that have never been
experienced. It is necessary for children to map their world and identity with visual images in
order to think and to fully understand their relationships within society. Representations are the
semantic and visual scaffolding that allows us to consider abstract things such as truth, love,
beauty, freedom, etc. “Perceptual and pictorial shapes are not only translations of thought
products but the very flesh and blood of thinking itself.” (Arnheim, Visual 134). Perhaps we can
update Descartes with “I create mental images; therefore, I am.” Our mind allows us to order
our perceptions because without these underlying structures we would not be able to make
connections, comparisons, etc. Looking and learning are an integrated whole. Arnheim clearly
summarizes this when he writes that “Art is a fundamental means of orientation, born from
man’s need to understand himself and the world in which he lives.” (Arnheim, Visual 294). It is
important to note that space and time are a major part of our scaffolding for orienting our
thoughts.
Art (representation)14 is a way we think creatively and is a part of our sign system used to
commemorate and concretize personal and group identity in the present. Representation is the
way we connect our world with our constructed view of it. G.W.F. Hegel believed that “until we
express the ideas aesthetically, that is mythologically, they have no interest for the people”
(Eagleton 151). For Hegel, our thoughts are embodied in images and symbols and signs. Ideas
must take on forms for us to process and become self-conscious beings. Art allows our inner
spirits to take form in a sensuous expression by taking a concept and putting it into materialistic,
concrete forms, as man needs to encounter a concrete form of himself in order to become selfconscious. Art is a self-expression of our freedom and Geist, our self-conscious life. Spirit is
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made visible in art works (Keenan 150-8). We are not concerned with Hegel’s valuation of art
according to its beauty in this study but rather with art’s ability to communicate identities and
ideologies within its chosen forms/representations. Art provides us the means to understand such
abstract concepts such as liberty, freedom, loyalty, pride, etc. Art uses forms and representations
to understand content and to acquire meaning.
Heidegger reminds us of the significance and value of art as allegory and symbol
because it allows us to see things anew that are not possible in our regular existence or routine
(Heidegger, Basic 145). Perhaps we are too involved in or too unaware of the significance of
events, ideas and emotions as we live and participate in our daily lives. Perhaps this is also what
Aristotle means when he described the experience of art as catharsis, the cleansing or purifying
of the mind and body from experiencing art allows us to empathize with others and learn how to
live ethically from the creations/mediations of other humans (Aristotle xxxviii). Heidegger
deemphasizes the artworks’ value based on their expression of the life of the artists who created
them and focuses on the art as an allegory and symbol, a phenomenon that can be universally
encountered and appropriated by all (Heidegger, Basic 166). When Heidegger wrote about Van
Gogh’s painting of a pair of shoes in The Origin of the Work of Art he explained how every
artwork has many layers of meaning within it that the audience can encounter (Heidegger, Basic
175). The world is constantly changing, but an artist can give us a visual look at society within
certain contexts and recreate those past contexts for us.
We must also remember that art does not simply reflect meaning but it can produce
meaning as well as it opens up another world for the audience and art materializes and discloses
the meaning of Being by its naming of things. Here we can see the reciprocal relationship of art
and meaning in society which will be integral when we study the art works of Benton and Rivera
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in later chapters. Art can not only articulate the historical ontologies of culture, but it can
reconfigure it (Thomson 44). Heidegger was quite apprehensive of works of art and their
construction of meaning because of this very influence of meaning. He recognized that not only
does history influence art but that art can influence the forces of history (Stulberg 264). “As
externalized reflections of reality, the creations, in turn, can become sources for understanding
reality” (Adam 80). These sources can then be the motivation for revealing what people think,
make and do.
Art is created within the cultural environment of its makers, and the art can change the
cultural environment of the society when it is introduced within in its symbiotic relationship. We
are all products and producers of our historical spaces, times and contexts. The work of Benton
and Rivera discloses their respective understanding of their national identities. In the pages that
follow, I will show how their artistic representations continue to influence in the ways that their
specific chronotopes permeate later generations of national art. This concept was also important
for this study as Heidegger believed that art may be removed from its original contexts, but it is
still sets up respective worlds for us to encounter in our present (Thomson 43). Benton and
Rivera’s murals show how their respective worlds can influence our understanding of national
identity. Viewers can encounter the chronotopes of Benton and Rivera long after they are gone
and their legacy remains.
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Identity and Memory with Others
Man wishes to be confirmed in his being by man, and wishes to have a presence in the being of
the other…Secretly and bashfully he watches for a YES which allows him to be and which can
come to him only from one human person to another.
--Martin Buber I and Thou, 5

G.M.F. Hegel not only recognized the importance of transforming ideas into images,
symbols and signs but he was one of the first thinkers/philosophers to introduce the idea of the
other as constituent of self-consciousness. Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit asserts that one’s
self-consciousness is obtained through the recognition from another person (Keenan 84). Child
only has meaning when it is related to parent and vice versa. Humans do not exist, learn or
identify within a vacuum. In this study we are not concentrating on Hegel’s Master/Slave
dialectic. Instead, we will look at the way that people become self-conscious via their
interactions and discourses with the Other in a dialogic and dynamic communal process as
expressed by philosophers like Martin Buber, Mikhail Bakhtin, Paul Ricoeur and Jean-Luc
Nancy.
Mikhail Bakhtin, like Hegel, recognized the polyphonic nature of our existence and
emphasized its importance in literature. There is no story that consists of only one character. In
a polyphonic novel, the characters and the reader participate as equals in the creation of truth.
Bakhtin discussed the importance of Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov because it shows
humans struggling to answer two fundamental questions, who am I and who are you? (Bakhtin,
Problems 237). Humans need others to define, or author, themselves since Bakhtin “conceives
of otherness as the ground of all existence and dialogue as the primal structure of any particular
existence” (Clark 65). Self-understanding takes place on the boundaries between people.
Dialogue, whether in stories, in person or in art, is a part of our dialogical ontology because it
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allows us to know ourselves, others and the world (Haynes 297) with this heteroglossia of
voices, ideas and points of view in our lives. Whether an artist is using paint, marble, film, etc.
Bakhtin reminds us that “…an artist engages in a dialogue with perception and shares knowledge
about the world” (Smith, Paul 297)
Bakhtin further contributes to the philosophy of visual art with his acknowledgment of
communication among the creators, the artworks and the perceivers. He compares the “building
of a text” with the “building of a self” (Clark 64). I believe we can take this comparison even
further with the “building of an art work” with the building of a self as we begin looking at
Benton and Rivera to see how their artistic creations influence the formation of national
identities outside of themselves. Another phrase he used to describe works of art that are
polyphonic and continue to be influenced by previous works of art is dialogic (Bakhtin,
Problems 110). The dialogic nature of the art allows a painting, for instance, to be influenced by
paintings from the past while acknowledging the influence that this painting and paintings from
the past may have on future paintings.
This idea of grounding our identities in dialogue and with others is reinforced by the
theologian Martin Buber who wrote I and Thou (Buber 40). Buber wrote of how our entelechy
comes from our recognition of others without any adherence to Hegel’s slave narrative. We can
only understand ourselves fully and have meaning when we are affirmed by our relationships to
others, what Buber called confirmation (Buber 161). What happens between two beings is more
important than what is going on in their individual minds. This includes our conversations with
one another as his “YES” (Buber 5) suggests in the introductory quote. Buber goes further to
describe God as the ultimate or eternal Thou (Buber 101). We are not going to focus on the
religious aspects of his work but instead concentrate on its societal application among
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humankind. Our primordial need to express ourselves requires some form of communication,
and true communication necessitates others to recognize and share our expressions of identity.
This idea is similar to Heidegger’s in that our dialogic relationships with others, treating others
as subjects rather than objects, also keeps humankind from treating each other as objects, or part
of the standing reserve (Heidegger, Question 20). “All real living is meeting” (Buber 17), and I
believe that Heidegger would consider this similar to an encounter with a work of art that
communicates and allows us to have a glimpse into our own Being.
Paul Ricoeur, like Bakhtin and Buber, believed that individuals become self-conscious
through discourse with others because we are social beings. Ricoeur’s relational approach to
philosophy undergirded his designation of our “narrative identity” to describe how we tell our
own stories and how others tell their stories or stories about our shared identities (Ricoeur,
Memory 85). As people start to become self-aware and identify within ever widening groups,
they communicate with stories and narratives. Our identities are relational, interwoven and
embedded within the multiple storytellers of our lives. We are characters in our relatives’ and
friends’ lives, and they are characters in our lives. Ricoeur goes even further to describe the
sense of obligation we feel to remember those who came before us as we are indebted to them
for a part of our identity (Ricoeur, Memory 89). Furthermore, he clarifies that self-knowledge is
the result of “an examined life…clarified by the cathartic effects of narratives, be they historical
or fictional, conveyed by our cultures (Ricoeur, Oneself 247).
Jean-Luc Nancy alludes to this confirmation of how identity is based communally by
using the term “Being-many-together” (Nancy 41) and how “we is the condition of the
possibility of each I” (Nancy 65). This even further extends Buber’s I and Thou into an I and
We. Nancy continues on the track that Heidegger laid in Being in Time when Heidegger asks us
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to deal with what being is and Nancy instead asks us what is being with (Nancy 3). Nancy
recognizes our socio-political dimensions of being and identity that are more compatible with
Ricoeur while Heidegger’s writing focuses on being at a more autonomous level rather than a
communal one. “All individual remembering takes place with social materials, within social
contexts, and in response to social cues. Even when we do it alone, we do so as social beings
with reference to our social identities and with languages and symbols that we may use in
creative ways” (Olick 19). We can think of our process of learning and remembering as being
based on our social frameworks of our individual memory. Memory resides in that space where
the individual and the collective meet. Hannah Arendt described this complicated in-between
space of human actions and speech as the “web of human relationships” (Arendt 183). This is
the space where stories and art occur in a collective narrative, the dialogic nature of our living,
thinking and learning. This can be of particular significance later when we discuss political and
national identity.
Unfortunately, life is not like a polyphonic Bakhtinian novel in which all voices are equal
in the creation of truth. We see that some voices and some ideologies become dominant in the
retelling of history and the identities found within different communities. These voices and
ideologies become so dominant that they will find their way up through multiple generations like
bubbles surfacing from the bottom of the ocean. This will be important as we deal with the
legacies of Benton and Rivera’s works on contemporary memorials.
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Sedimentation and the Residual
“The past is the present, isn’t it? It’s the future, too. We all try to lie out of that but life won’t
let us.”
--Eugene O’Neill, Long Day’s Journey into Night, 90

Dan P. McAdams, in an article in the Review of General Psychology called The
Psychology of Life Stories, further defines Ricoeur’s narrative identity as how “individuals form
an identity by integrating their life experiences into an internalized, evolving story of the self that
provides the individual with a sense of unity and purpose in life” (McAdams, Psychology 117).
Identity and history are never created in a vacuum within a single person. The stories that make
up history and the individual and collective identities within those histories have been passed
down through times, spaces, layers and multiple bodies. You can think of the past as a
multilayered collage that has accumulated similar to a geological sedimentation15, a “topography
of the past” (Zerubavel 7). Paul Ricoeur describes this phenomenon as a “national sedimentation
of memory” (Ricoeur, Memory 407) where “one generation has served as a model and pattern
for all subsequent generations” (Ricoeur, Memory 408) which would explain the importance of
founding ancestors. He also utilizes the term “geohistory—that of layers built upon the
geographical soil and in their turn placed under the constraint of structures of a temporal nature”
(Ricoeur, Memory 153). Our memories are built upon older memories, similar to the way newer
civilizations build cities upon the foundations and remains of older cities. The character in
O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night referenced in the opening quote above is expressing her
sorrow at her inability to escape her decisions from the past, but the words she utters can be used
to illustrate how certain events, choices and ideas can continue to live on beyond their spatial and
temporal boundaries. Bakhtin would recognize the dialogic nature of this relationship that
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extends to the readers as we continue to dialogue with conversations and actions from this
written past into the living present.
Raymond Williams was interested in the structures of ideology in relation to tradition and
how it can define our present and future (Williams 115). He utilized the term residual to
describe the way something (a story, idea, ritual) from the past is incorporated into the present.
He wrote:
“The residual, by definition, has been effectively formed in the past, but it is still active in
the cultural process, not only and often not at all as an element of the past, but as an
effective element of the present. Thus certain experiences, meanings, and values which
cannot be expressed or substantially verified in terms of the dominant culture, are
nevertheless lived and practiced on the basis of the residue—cultural as well as social—
of some previous social and cultural institution or formation” (Williams 982).
These experiences, meanings and values leave traces that become parts of dominant narratives as
well as those smaller and more marginalized narratives. Williams was writing as a cultural
materialist and attempting to illuminate the interactive and intermingling roles of structure,
infrastructure and superstructure in the creation of ideologies. This cultural materialist could be
speaking directly on identity and memory in his descriptions. Sedimented knowledge and
memory is “transmitted only when they are objectified in sign systems, the most common of
which is language” (Olick 216) and other visual representations. As these sedimentations and
sign systems settle into selected memories and histories, dominant ideas and events rise to the
surface to be adopted by its humans as we participate in the social constructions of identity and
construct more art to transmit our memories. “The most archaic layer of content continues to
supply vitality and ideological legitimation to its later and quite different symbolic function”
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(Jameson, Political 186). The bubbles, the residual, continue to rise from the deep depths of the
ocean in each new generation.
Janet Donohoe, a philosopher at The University of West Georgia who specializes in
phenomenology and place, uses the palimpsest as a way to describe how memories are made and
preserved. A palimpsest is an older document that is erased and recycled in order to write newer
texts, but the “glimmer of earlier writings show through in places” (Donohoe 18). She describes
memory as a something that is ever changing, erased and continually written upon. The
palimpsest of our memories reflect the interconnections of different perspectives from different
times. This, of course, is another example of showing how memory works that is similar to how
Sigmund Freud used the metaphor of the Mystic Writing-Pad to illustrate the apparatus of the
mind. The Pad consisted of a clear sheet of plastic that covers a wax board underneath. Words
make dark traces on the plastic when a stylus or other pointed object is pressed on the surface
while leaving an indented trace on the wax surface below even after the plastic is lifted up to
erase the traces on the clear plastic cover. Permanent traces remain beneath the surface.
Illustrating how new perceptions and the traces of memory are preserved (Freud, 226-32).
Ricoeur denotes two parts of our identities and memories: the ipse16 is the part of our
identity that makes us individuals and answers the question “who are we?” as individuals and the
idem17 is the part of our identity as our selfhood that maintains itself through time and change
and asks “what are we?” based on our similarities or differences from others (Glas 347). Perhaps
this idem, this second half of our identity, explains our interest and concern with being part of a
larger story or communal or national identity. Here we grasp at the idea that some form of
identity perseveres unchanged through time and circumstance and those communal identities can
persevere as well. Our idem is the part of our identity that desires some long-standing, shared
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identity with others and larger communities that we identify with that we can depend upon
through space and time.

Imagined Communities
"It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion.”
--Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6

Jean-Luc Nancy writes of our longing for an original community that predates our
modern society (a myth of origin) with the core idea of our need of being-together. A communal
identity with a shared ideology18 and its need to relate to a larger group or national dynamic is
one of the results of our dialogic natures. The individual’s need for a communal identity may not
always be a conscious necessity but rather a peripheral force that rises at certain times. Edward
S. Casey describes it best:
“A large part of the very power of public memory resides in its capacity to be for the
most part located at the edge of our lives, hovering, ready to be invoked or revised, acted
upon or merely contemplated, inspiring us or boring us: in every case, public memory is
integral to what I have called ‘public presence’” (Casey 37).
Casey’s work as a continental philosopher focused primarily on our innate need for a sense of
place in the world and how it is connected to public memory and imagination. One could look at
this public memory as a proverbial security blanket that citizens can wrap around themselves to
feel like they have a place where they belong. And as Heidegger has suggested, that place is
both revealed and concealed throughout our lives so we are constantly looking for reinforcement
of that sense of belonging and being whether it is real or not. (Heidegger, Question xxxiv).
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In her book, Uncivil Wars: Elena Garro, Octavio Paz, and the Battle for Cultural
Memory, Sandra Messinger Cypess explores how these married authors’ works were received in
drastically different ways due to their historical and cultural context. Cypess identified this
context as “cultural memory” as that which is “recalled and memorialized” (Cypess ix) via
stories, images, rituals, etc. that make up the larger collective story. Garro’s work tried to create
an alternative narrative to the more established cultural memory. We will see later that Octavio
Paz was influential in propagating a cultural memory that emphasized the nostalgia of the
indigenous past in Mexico. In Cypess’s book, she deals with Richard Miller’s belief that “people
have a cultural memory insofar as they see themselves as part of a collective story” (Cypess 16).
This primordial urge is seen within both small and large groups. Each person can appreciate this
idea if they look back at their childhood and think about how their own memories and identities
are entwined with the stories told by their parents, grandparents, etc. Many of us have memories
of our lives based purely on stories we have heard since many events in the narratives took place
in our earliest years before we have crystalized our own memories based purely on our
recognition. As we have discussed, children gain their identities in correlation to their families
and close friends and then extend their identities as they establish their ties and cultural memory
into greater communities or groups in their schools and neighborhoods. Stories make up the
majority of all identities. The re-telling and re-hearing of the stories allows us to feel closer to
past events and people whether the story is entirely true. They allow us to feel that we are a part
of something. Pierre Nova also uses the term prosthetic memory to describe that
“there is no such thing as spontaneous memory, hence that we must create archives,
organize celebrations, etc. An analogy for our prosthetic memory and knowledge is to
depict each person with a filing cabinet of sorts in their mind filled with words and
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images. Moments of history are plucked out of the flow of history—no longer quite alive
but not yet entirely dead.” (Farr 61).
Our memories are not photographic copies of past events, they must be reconstructed again and
again as we re-visualize and re-construct the information or event. (Foster, Jonathon138). The
mental filing cabinet is continuously revised and revisited with each archive. Cicero referred to
storing images in our mind like using a wax writing tablet (Farr 183). We adopt and adapt our
collections of the stories of our families, neighbors, peers, leaders, etc. and pass them onward to
others as a way to share our own constructed identities.
When reaching backwards into the memory and history of a country, there is a safe
amount of space and time to look at a national identity from which we are all physically
removed. Our lack of first-hand knowledge and emotional attachment to events and people
make us more pliable, and therefore able to accept a more universal understanding of our past,
and our shared present based on that past. We can think of representations and rituals as a means
of re-presenting something for us again and again. This can be compared to the ritual of
Passover where current generations remember and commemorate with their ancestors by telling
stories and utilizing symbolic objects. The symbols and their participation in the story are a way
of creating community and communal identity as their past becomes our past.
Communities and nations build a kind of ontology through memory and identity
generated by stories and images. Benedict Anderson, who is considered one of the foremost
thinkers and writers on nationalism, coined the term “imagined communities” (Earle 11) to
describe the idea of nationhood based on symbols, practices, forms or ceremonies in order to feel
a sense of connection with large groups that you don’t really know. Anderson noted the integral
use of language with newspapers, novels, poems, anthems, etc. in creating and fostering
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imagined communities. He further discusses how antiquity is “central to the subjective idea of
the nation” (Earle 24). In order to form political (national) identities, one must recognize who is
and who is not a member of the community. As imagined communities excavate their pasts and
histories/stories, they harvest an identity that is integrated into our oaths, rituals and celebrations.
Our sedimented memories are a part of our present national identity. John Bodnar refers
to Anderson’s term imagined identity or imagined community in his book Bonds of Affection:
Americans Define Their Patriotism; he uses imagined identity instead of labeling it a shared
ideology in order to remove the negative connotations associated historically with the word
ideology since it became a more politicisized nomenclature to deride certain political groups or
parties (Bodnar, Bonds 233). Bodnar stresses that an imagined community is essential in our
development both cognitively and socially (Bodnar, Remaking 3) as identity is constituted by our
imaginations. Perhaps the term imagined communities is better than ideology as all collective
identity is based on the illusion of relationships within a pluralistic society that do not really exist
in order to create a sense of community and shared characteristics. This sense of belonging to a
collective group is necessary to establish any idea of a national purpose, identity or unity. In
fact, many argue that we could not even function as a basic citizenry if we did not have a
communal connection/narrative that is the glue that holds our individual selves together in
civilization. To be a part of a group also requires one to focus more on the similarities shared
within the group rather than distinguish the disparities.
Jeffrey K. Olick edited The Collective Memory Reader, what many consider to be a
crucial book on collective memory, where he looks at major thinkers across various fields of
study: history, media research, literature, epistemology, etc. In his article Social Memories:
Steps Towards a Sociology of the Past, Eviatar Zerubavel endeavors to examine memory from a
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sociological perspective. Zerubavel writes, “Being social presupposes the ability to experience
events that had happened to groups and communities to which we belong long before we joined
them as if they were part of our own past” (Olick 224). We can be a part of these social
experiences by rummaging through our filing cabinets of metaphorical memory. In this scenario
is it easy to see how “the interconnection between conceptions and their material conditions of
existence (creation) becomes more and more complicated” (Williams 79). There are long-term
structures to what society remembers created by stories and histories. Though they may be
complicated, outdated and/or based more on myths than facts, Olick argues that for our
understanding of our individual, communal and national identity “any myth of belonging…is
better than none” (Olick 20).
Each individual has the need for symbols, rites and ceremonies to construct a national
identity, to construct a sense of we the nation. Rebecca Earle, a historian interested in what
aspects of pre-Columbian culture and history have been appropriated within contemporary Latin
American nationalism, reminds us that “as an imagined entity the nation has to be represented to
acquire meaning” (Earle 12). Certain stories and images will be appropriated and shared to
represent a sense of national identity. Here we note the “constructed nature of all national pasts”
(Earle 215) that begins as soon as the nation declares itself sovereign or distinct.
Yi Fu Tuan, a geographer and one of the most well-known writers on human
geography19, tells us that “Experience can be direct and intimate or it can be indirect and
conceptual, mediated by symbols” (Tuan, Space 6). How is direct experience going to provide a
nation of individuals with the necessary shared memories to share a past? Here we can look to
Benton and Rivera’s sense of nationalism that were influenced by their embodied experiences in
their respective countries but they also depended upon knowledge from stories and histories.
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“The modern nation as a large bounded space is difficult to experience in any direct way; its
reality for the individual depends on the ingestion of certain kinds of knowledge” (Tuan, Topo
100). This knowledge ultimately finds form in art and other representations that people find
palatable. The farther we go back in space and time, the more palatable the stories are for large
groups of people to adopt, so it is not surprising that Benton and Rivera utilized the past in their
presentations.
Time, by Barbara Adam, focuses on our conceptualization of time and how it is
understood (Adam 21). A quarter of the book focuses on how cultures attempt to transcend time,
and that a majority of ways for transcendence seem to be concentrated on the use of visual
images and rituals. “Art externalizes and fixes beliefs, experiences, expectancies, fears and
hopes in a form that can be shared by many people across generations. Once objectified, the
artistic creation not only becomes a source for reflection and understanding, but also a way of
passing a culture without the need for either the co-presence or even the existence of those who
do the communicating” (Adam 79). For example, immigrants, adopt their new imagined
communities in their participation in the rituals that express their new story of national identity.
Nationhood itself is a relatively new idea when compared to the long timeline of human
existence living in communities. It is noteworthy to acknowledge that nation building rose
around the same time that mapping and cartography made advancements as well. Boundaries are
drawn around the countries, and those countries move through time with a continual migration of
peoples and a natural evolution in thoughts, ethics and laws. As time ensues we are left with the
present combination of a multicultural assembly of citizens that fall under the designation of one
nation. What ideological structures maintain national identity and memory in heterogeneous
societies bounded by politically drawn borders?
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Memorials and National Identity
“Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men; they describe it from their
own point of view, which they confuse with absolute truth.”
-- Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 161

Remembering is not spontaneous so humans must create visual and historical archives,
organize anniversaries and celebrations and perform rituals in what learned above can be termed
prosthetic memory (Farr 61). We choose what is important enough to remember in order to
recreate it in art and other means of resurrection of memories. If memories are archived well
then those who remember feel like they were an active part of the story even if their experiences
of it were indirect.
National identities and the imagined communities that direct them are extensions of our
personal identities: a way to place or anchor ourselves within a larger world of complexity and
diversity. A national identity requires us to have a past that we share in common and that
common past can only be sustained by re-appropriating it through well-calculated words, images
and deeds. Citizens create a trans-historical national identity and design art to support that
identity. This mythological national identity fulfills the need to have symbolic common forebearers, sages and examples of public virtue who reflect our common story, identity, past and
ancestors as a way to unite a nation diverse in many ethnicities, religions, etc. The origin story
comes to represent the nation’s spiritual origins in a sense. All collective identity is based on the
illusion of relationships within a pluralistic society that do not really exist in order to create a
sense of community and shared characteristics. One could see this need to connect going all the
way back to Aristotle and his idea of entelechy where the individual is interested in the self of
yesterday and its connection to the self of today but on a larger, more communal scale. For
Aristotle, our end as individuals is to become responsible members of the community. This
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sense of belonging to a collective group is necessary to establish any idea of a national purpose,
identity, unity or imagined community.
Cultural memory “gathers narrative, values, martyrs, leaders and heroes into an account
that helps us understand ourselves; cultural memory also looks forward as it shapes the civic
character of future generations in order to continue a common story” (Cypess 16). These cultural
narratives comprised of oral stories, newspapers, plays, movies, textbooks, songs, etc. are added
to our mental filing cabinets. National identity is perhaps the most abstract of our sense of
identity and, therefore, requires a repetitive sign-system to envision the common characteristics
of that imagined identity. Of course, national narratives result in simplified versions and
understanding of history that promote or exclude certain stories that do not enhance the
homogenous identity of the nation-state.
Imagined communities must be represented artistically for people in order to bring them
to light and create a sense of communal identity and meaning. Art (representation) is a part of
our sign system used to commemorate, embody and concretize a group identity in the present.
This is where flags and other symbols of national identity gain importance as these concrete
objects symbolize and/or represent a national identity by fostering or engendering certain
feelings, characteristics or auras. The idea must be represented in some sort of concrete way in
order for us to understand the more abstract ideas involved and to evoke an emotional response
among the community. These symbols also get added to our mental filing cabinets.
Yi-Fu Tuan focuses on the creation of national identity via a direct and intimate
experience by original settlers or settlement and an indirect and conceptual experience mediated
by symbols in later generations. “To strengthen our sense of self the past needs to be rescued
and made accessible” (Tuan, Space 187). Tuan notes that the shear immensity and diversity of a
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nation state requires this rescue to come in the form of representation to make it accessible. “It is
characteristic of the symbol-making human species that its members can become passionately
attached to places of enormous size, such as a nation-state, of which they can have only limited
direct experience” (Tuan, Space 18). Memorials become a singular place of ritual and repetition
as well which allows the experience to become sacred and allows us to make connections with
the enormous places or nations that Tuan describes.
Donohoe defines memorials as places to “which are deliberately produced to evoke the
collective memories of a group and to transfer those memorials across generations” (Donohoe
35). They are places of intensified meaning that are erected by prior generations to commune
with their ancestors by bringing those ancestors and memories into being by images and
narratives. While many memorials are concentrated on remembering the dead, they are
constructed for the living.
Since World War I individual grief has been transformed into public mourning (Olick
15). Many memorials are framed around the concept of mourning and loss. Bill Clinton noted
that “bereavement is one of the only ways Americans can imagine themselves as one; being
together with millions of others through expressions of mourning bypasses or transcends the
many ways on which people are divided” (Doss 93).
The representation/symbol of the memorial embodies and expresses the connection one
feels about the idea of identity, especially national identity. Erika Doss, an American studies
professor and chair at Notre Dame, identifies “the monument and the memorial as major modes
of aesthetic, historical and spatial expression” (Doss 17). On a personal note, I first encountered
her work while working on an MFA in public art installation over a decade ago. Her technique
and research regarding public art are located within case studies where she analyzes what types
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of civic conversations and social spaces are produced with art. She is one of the major thinkers
who influenced the way I decided to construct this dissertation around case studies. In her book,
Memorial Mania, she focuses on the affect20 of memorials as many are built around the feelings
of anger, shame, pain, guilt, trauma, etc. The affective atmosphere of memorials creates a shared
sense of identity as they create repositories of emotional responses ranging from fear, anxiety or
pride among their audiences. Memorials shape and are shaped by local and national identity.
Like the words of Simone Beauvoir indicated in the opening quote above, memorials and
other national dialogues are attempting to describe things from a certain point of view, the
viewpoint of the dominant narrative. The memorials and the art associated with a nation’s
identity build upon images that reflect the space and time related to that dominant national
identity/national story by reflecting that space and time within the art itself. Benton and Rivera
each told a different story that was passed down as a dominant ideology of public art. Memorials
and other art that tries to represent imagined communities “frame cultural narratives about selfidentity and national purpose,” (Doss 59). We must note that counter narratives are
overshadowed and even lost in these representations. Memorials and other memory images may
contain as much mythical memory as fact because the myth is embedded into our metaphors.
What we have selected to remember depends as much on what we have chosen to forget. These
memories control who belongs (we) and who are foreigners (they).
National identity is a basic necessity because there must be some shared sense of
obligation, sacrifice or purpose in order for citizens to support taxes, policies, wars, laws, etc.,
but some will be lost in the forced homogeneity. The national memorial is our present day
totem--that symbol, commemoration or ritual that holds us together despite our individual
differences and constrains or narrows the possibilities of representation of form by artists, and

41

therefore, identity. We could call it our manifest identity. This identity is gained at the loss of
other marginalized identities.

Marxism as a Lens to Imagined Communities and Representation
Henri Lefebvre was a social theorist and philosopher who was considered a neo-Marxist
interested in the modes of production that go into creating our ideological social structures and
identities in life. He wrote The Production of Space with the idea that it is important not to
specialize our study of space within the studies of geography, sociology or economics but that
we need to look at it across many disciplines to fully understand its effect on society in its
production (Lefebvre 1-67). The way we represent space permeates the ideological fiber of each
nation because our spaces are modified to suit our particular needs. Lefebvre emphasized that
the “representation of space and representational space are mutually reinforcing” (Lefebvre 74).
One may argue that the same can be said of the representation of time. This mutual
reinforcement of concepts and their representations can be identified once one is aware of how
the legacy of an artist’s ideologies and their representations of them are articulated through space
and time and how they are re-represented in the work of future artists.
Marxist scholars generally are beneficial to this study as they, like Lefebvre, recognized
that ideologies are the lenses through which we see the world and the lenses through which we
also make art. Louis Althusser, a Marxist philosopher who explicated how ideological structures
are instantiated by religious, familial and educational structures in society, insisted that “A great
artist cannot fail to take into account in his work itself…the ideological effects necessarily
produced by its existence” (Althusser 166) and, we must add here, the ideological constructs that
aided in its production. It was not until I had studied the representations of space and time in
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Benton and Rivera’s murals that I recognized similar representations of space and time being
used in memorials constructed more than 50 years later with different materials. Both of these
men produced a form of representational space and time that they felt encapsulated a sense of
national identity based on the mythology of their countries origins stories. The way that Benton
and Rivera represented space and time permeated the national culture of their respective
countries and became a part of the national ideology and symbolic heritage in the way the people
understood their origin, identity and destiny and how it was symbolized and expressed.
Any type of memorial that tries to communicate a sense of imagined communities and
group identity must rely on an ideology that Althusser defines as “a Representation of the
Imaginary Relationships of Individuals to their Real conditions of Existence” (Althusser xiv).
This means that our ideologies and beliefs are revealed through our actions, and our actions are
incorporated into the rituals, stories and art we make. In a sense our imagined communities
become more real than the reality of the actual world as it is the way we identify with others in
society. We can see where Hegel’s myth (idea) becomes Althusser’s ideology as the ideas,
myths and histories have no interest for people until they are expressed aesthetically (Eagelton
151). Althusser believed that our imagined communities (ideologies) provide us with the
necessary illusions to be “practical social agents” (Eagleton 141) or we would not be able to even
function coherently within societies.
Fredric Jameson, known for his work in Marxist hermeneutics and his study of Althusser,
was interested in identifying the dominant ideologies and what held imagined communities
together within society in order to ascertain ways to produce political change (Felluga). In this
study, we are applying political Jameson’s theories to ascertain types of aesthetic imagined
communities. Jameson reiterated the use of ideology and ideological representations as a way to
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try and “connect questions of individual subjectivity with larger issues of the social and group
fantasy” (Jameson, Conversations 144). Every artist attempting to represent a national identity is
relying on his/her symbolic heritage to make connections and to communicate with their
imagined community.
Once one has identified Benton’s ideology and how he used his chronotopes, signifying a
deep, horizontal space and a linear time to represent the US narrative and collective identity, one
can see how contemporary artists may continue to use those same forms in more recent US
memorials. The same can be said of contemporary Mexican memorials with Rivera and his
vertical space and cyclical time. Benton and Rivera were trying to map the totality of national
identity in a way that could be understood by individuals. Perhaps the best way to explain this is
to describe it as our Kantian “longing for the form of the whole,” (Jameson, Postmodernism 165)
of our unified group identity, a way to visualize and identify with the whole of our communal
identity. Can we not think of artists as a kind of Kantian mediator utilizing his/her
“transcendental schemata” (Peuquet 37) or their symbolic forms to connect individual identities
to their national identities? Perhaps we can look at Althusser’s thoughts on the use of ideology
through a Hegelian lens by thinking of the artist’s ideological representations as a way to adapt
“individuals to their social functions by providing them with an imaginary model of the whole”
(Eagleton 151) or a “model of the totality” (Jameson, Conversations 84). As we apply the lens
of chronotopology to memorials in contemporary times, we can understand that the creators of
them are using art as their way to communicate memory and identity to a large audience.
“Art externalizes and fixes beliefs, experiences, expectancies, fears and hopes in a form
that can be shared by many people across generations. Once objectified, the artistic
creation not only becomes a source for reflection and understanding, but also a way of
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passing on culture without the need for either the co-presence or even the existence of
those who do the communicating” (Adam 79).
Artists must decide upon the forms and symbols they will utilize to pass on stories and events.
Here we are now identifying Benton and Rivera’s chronotopes that were created and shared to
signify a US and Mexican national identity.
Edward Casey described certain enduring symbols or representations being used as a
form of leitfaden21, a guide or guiding thread, (Casey 217) that helps a larger group of diverse
individuals to become more of a community when commemoration or story telling is taking
place. Benton’s use of horizontal space and linear time in his murals was his guiding thread and
facilitated an understanding of a US national identity. Benton’s leitfaden, a reflection for his
reality, became a resource for others to understand their own experiences as they attempted to
identify under the same US national identity. Rivera’s leitfaden, on the other hand, included the
vertical space and cyclical time that reflected his own understanding of the complexity of
Mexican identity.

Conclusion
Stories are the way that we learn, establish and amend our identities. The space and time
represented within stories and other forms of art provide the necessary situations and backdrops
for particular types of narratives: adventures, romances, mysteries, histories, etc. Chronotopes
help set up parallel worlds that enable us to experience what is outside of our regular routines of
living. Artistic representation is intimately tied to our cognitive learning as we learn and
remember via visual images and it is a major form of communication. Our memories and
identities are based upon our communications, including these visual images and the stories they
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tell to, with, and by others. Many memories and contemporary narratives contain residual ideas
and symbols from the past, that eventually create dominant and marginalized narratives and
histories. Our ability to be a part of imagined communities depends upon our
acceptance/adoption of these dominant narratives and identities. First we must recognize that
this process exists in the art world so that we may introduce counter hegemonic aesthetics to the
dominant ones. The largest imagined community we belong to is a national identity and
character. Our continued participation in this national identity requires us to construct memorials
that allows us to have concrete, externalized representations that give us a sense of “we” in such
an abstract national relationship. To rely on such a dominant narrative, however, continues to
exclude the many marginalized voices and identities.
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CHAPTER TWO

Space and Time in the United States: Imagery and Ideology of Origin Stories and National
Identity
Story as History or Myth?
“The beginning is historic, the origin is mythic”
--Paul Ricoeur Memory, History, Forgetting, 140
Jan Assman, a German Egyptologist, proposed his theory of historical memory or
“mnemohistory that is concerned not with the past as such, but only with the past as it is
remembered” (Olick 44). This can be considered the way that history and our understanding of
our historical beginnings through time gave way to a mythology of collective identity and origin.
Paul Ricouer remarked that as nations moved on their growing use of “memorial nation in the
place of what was a historical nation” (Ricoeur, Memory 410). Here, we can see how the
mythology and its representations became greater than the actual documented history and the
line between history and myth blurred. “How communities locate their beginnings tells us quite
a lot about how they perceive themselves” as they use “origin myths in defining social
communities as well as solidifying the legitimacy of political regimes” (Zerubavel 101). This is
what requires us to discover what origin stories dominate in the United States and Mexico for
this study. Our task is much easier than Assman’s as we are looking back over 500 years to
attain a dominant historical memory instead of 45 centuries of Egyptian culture.
Why is historical memory important? History tends to be more interested in differences
while memory is more interested in the resemblances. For groups and nations, the similarities
are more important ideologically than the differences; therefore, communal memory is drawn
from memory and myth rather than history and direct experience. The nation’s urge is to
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maintain their identity through many changes and upheavals as it makes “common mnemonic
effort to enhance one’s legitimacy (or the nation’s identity) by exaggerating one’s antiquity”
(Zerubavel 8) or origin story. Here we can see the dynamic of our idem requiring us to gather
and support a historical memory that makes us identify with a larger identity. In large countries
like the US and Mexico, our actual heterogeneity requires citizens to look to the distant past for
some unifying characters, characteristics, values or events that can act as the symbolic heritage
of our homogenous identity.
The distant past lends itself to nostalgia22. “The more distant the event recalled, the more
pleasure we tend to experience in remembering it” (Casey 47). Looking at this from an
emotional viewpoint, we are more likely to love, and identify with things, that have been loved
by many generations (Olick 134). This chapter explores how the US historical memory is
archived and represented in order to create an imagined community with which US citizens can
identify. These myths and origin stories are categorized with certain concepts—those of
horizontal space and linear time—in order to be preserved so that the identity of nations can be
memorialized.
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Origin Stories in the US

In the United States there is more space where nobody is than where anybody is. That is what
makes America what it is.
--Gertrude Stein, The Geographical History of America (Stein, Geographical)

The origin stories of the United States from the colonial period of settlement are vital for
providing later US citizens with a sense of a shared identity. I will argue that the origin stories
that evolved, survived and filtered down through to the 20th and 21st centuries are characterized
by a horizontal sense of space and a linear concept of time. When these characterizations of
space and time are represented artistically, they then reinforce the way that Americans visualize
their national identities and are expressed in more artistic forms that utilize horizontal space and
linear time in a constant mutual reinforcement of thought and representation. As embodied
creatures, everything we ever experience will be perceived as being within the framework of
space and time literally and then figuratively as we use symbolism for our representations. Since
space and time themselves are used to construct and organize our knowledge it is evident that we
are compelled to visualize the forms of space in time within the representations that reflect our
understanding of national identity.
Here we may reiterate the artist Ben Shahn’s belief that “form is the visual shape of
content” (Arnheim, Art 96). The purpose of excavating the historical, artistic, and philosophical
representations, the symbolic heritage of a nation, is that it allows us to see those perceived
dominant forms that emerge and how “on occasion an artist comes upon an image that embodies
some basic subject with spellbinding validity. The same story, the same composition, or the
same posture lives on for centuries as an indelible contribution to the way man visualizes his
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world” (Arnheim, Art 144). As we excavate stories and symbols from the past, we find how the
literal passing of time through space allows us to reinterpret the past to confirm and fortify our
sense of national identity, especially as the populace of the United States has increased in size
and diversity since its beginnings.

Colonial and Early National Period of the US
There is a definite relationship between the way each society perceives and reproduces its
landscapes” (Tokovinine 3). The land “discovered” by Europeans in the northern part of North
America had been originally settled by nomadic, hunting warrior nations largely dispersed over
the landscape. These indigenous peoples saw their land and environment as a dynamic entity
with “no stable boundaries or territories” (Kirby 51). Kathleen M. Kirby, who explored how our
subjectivity is constructed in the way we perceive and represent space in her book, Indifferent
Boundaries: Spatial Concepts of Human Subjectivity, devoted a section of her research to the
perceived space of the New World by the Europeans during the age of exploration and settlement
(Kirby 37-55). This fluid notion of the land and the fact that indigenous peoples did not reflect
the European notion of owning land for the most part, made the New World ripe for settlers who
were primarily interested in owning land, sometimes for the first time. This desire to succeed
and procure land encouraged a great many adventurous Europeans with strong work ethics to
voyage into that brave new world with all its obstacles and difficulties but also with its promise
of financial and religious independence. The new settlers came to a great virgin territory that
would be parceled and distributed among its new colonizers as the indigenous peoples who had
prior claim to the lands would be killed or dispersed to propagate the idea that colonists were the
true inheritors of the New World. Jamestown was the first permanent English settlement in the
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United States, but ironically it became the first ghost town (now an archeological site) as that
capital moved within the century due to various circumstances, the most important being a
promise of progress somewhere else.
Culturally, the colonists, immigrants and settlers who came to the US came from parts of
western Europe that were molded by the thinking of the European Enlightenment. The
Enlightenment differed from the Renaissance in its distinct desire to break free from the past and
advance into the future under its focus on the idea of progress. Those who immigrated to the US
came with the intentions of establishing a new world, a new way of life that separated itself both
physically and historically from its Old World past. The Atlantic Ocean literally divided the past
(Europe) and the future (the Colonies) for these travelers. They came to experience, or if
necessary, to create, a new beginning in this new land with little or no regard for it having had its
own past or current inhabitants. “The colonists created the land as they explored it, coming to
New Worlds as if they were unoccupied—blank—virgin” (Kirby 55). Entire families would
come relatively early in the colonial period as the goal was to establish a new society with more
religious freedom while distancing themselves from the rule of monarchies.
Daniel J. Boorstin, an American historian, wrote a three volume tome that analyzed the
social and intellectual history of the US. Throughout all three volumes the US landscape is a
character in these books. The virgin territory of the New World in fact had been populated for
thousands of years and was obviously being used by millions of its current indigenous
inhabitants. The reality of the pre-existence of these residents was the biggest obstacle that
needed to be removed for preserving the idea that the New World was actually new and up for
new ownership. “The Western landscape from the very beginning, bore silent witness to the
willingness to move for a fresh start,” (Boorstin, Colonial 92) and this dominant view of the
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European settlers would be transmitted throughout several generations. The indigenous peoples’
presence was annihilated or corralled into reservations in order to continue the myth that the “US
was founded on a land without a past” (Paz 362). Indigenous people had to be cleared from the
land and the story to enable the continuation of this myth of a New World up for settlement
instead of invasion and resettlement. The US story had to begin with European settlement; all
that came before was insignificant and forgotten. The nomadic nature of the indigenous peoples
in the US made this possible as their visible footprint on the US was less detectable by settlers
than the urban indigenous tribes in Mexico.
The settlers who came to the US from Europe were also molded by the Protestant
Reformation, particularly the Puritan migration that was searching for religious freedom.
“The New Englanders indeed liked the image of a new land of Canaan, a refuge for a
new Chosen People; other colonists spoke of a Garden of Eden, a world of innocence
where humanity might start anew. Perhaps it was this vision of a new world and a new
opportunity that ran as a common theme through all the colonies. North or south, all
reverberated to that grand chord, a silken thread that tied them all together and that, in
time, would become a mighty rope” (Smith, Page 27).
In 1630, John Winthrop, a founding figure in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, utilized imagery
from the Gospel of Matthew during a sermon where he painted a picture of how the new settlers
in New England were to be viewed: “We shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are
upon us” (Winthrop 307). US pioneers and settlers now had the divine justification to sweep
horizontally through the land while sweeping Indigenous peoples to the side. In Timothy
Dwight’s Conquest of Canaan, considered the first American-written epic poem, Canaan
actually is a metaphor for the US and the poem reinforces the necessity for a revolution and the
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country’s movement westward to fulfill its destiny (Nisbet 202). The strength of this image was
so powerful that Robert Frost echoed this idea over three hundred years later when he recited in
his inaugural address for John F. Kennedy, “The land was ours before we were the land’s”
(Frost, Witness 41). In his poem “The Gift Outright,” Frost revealed the historical and continued
literary theme of possession and ownership that countered the indigenous and marginalized idea
of a land that could not be owned by man. The Puritans in contrast believed that they were sent
on their “errand into the wilderness” (Boorstin, Democratic 557) by God himself so that there is
a real sense of mission connected to moving, owning and expanding horizontally that supersedes
any counter themes that came before European settlement. Puritanism was characterized by the
exclusion of the indigenous people they encountered on the tabula rasa they claimed as their
new home. Anything that diminished their horizontal movement in obtaining their new lives was
an impediment in their vision and their goals to establish a new world that reflected only their
values.
For those making the physical journeys into the vast territories of the New World, the
land presented many obstacles alongside its adventures. The “…wilderness, to American settlers
of the early colonial period, was viewed primarily as a threat, a place to be reclaimed and
redeemed from the predations of Indians and demons.” (Tuan, Topophilia 63). The land was
seen as a challenge. In the US, the pioneer was a popular historical figure based originally on
actual stories and events. Then, artists and officials changed them from local heroes to “builders
and defenders of the nation” (Bodnar, Remaking 17) as stories were told and books were written.
In his poem “Pioneers, O Pioneers,” Walt Whitman elevated the pioneer to a heroic status
alongside the land:
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All the past we leave behind,
We debouch upon a newer mightier world, varied world,
Fresh and strong the world we seize, world of labor and the march,
Pioneers! O pioneers! …
We primal forests felling,
We rivers stemming, vexing we and piercing deep the mines within,
We the surface broad surveying, we the virgin soil upheaving,
Pioneers! O Pioneers! (Whitman, Leaves 229)

Whitman venerated the spirit of leaving the past behind. The past, especially the indigenous past
of the land, had no place in the pioneer story. These pioneers with their raw individualism and
spirit of adventure overshadowed the reality of indigenous peoples’ settlements scattered
throughout the country with deep connections to the land. The poem also illustrates the idea of
how “In America…space played the role of time as heroes were separated in (miles) rather than
in years (time)” (Boorstein, Colonial 333) as was the more European tradition of heroes or
forefathers. The pioneers’ movement through space made them heroic. Gertrude Stein in the
quote above, in The Geographical History of America, also alluded from a 20th century
perspective to the ways in which the character of the American people was molded by the vast
spaces of the US landscape. This vastness, while fulfilling the US need for a shared sense of the
Kantian sublime that allowed them to hold something in common as Americans, needed to
utilize particulars when building its origin story. “National space embraces the regions”
(Lefebvre 88) in order to create a concrete model for such a large and abstract entity as the
United States. The space and forests in each state are a smaller more particular piece of the
vastness of their greater horizontal space as a nation. According to Leo Marx, Ralph Waldo
Emerson, although not an aggressive supporter of moving west too quickly, used Kant in his

54

thinking to further to justify gaining dominion and control over the vast wilderness since
“Kantian reason perceived the beauty and order of nature, but Kantian understanding grasped its
utility” (Marx 124) as well and allowed the New Americans to purify nature in their actions on
the lands. Transcendence was transformed into utilitarian usage of assumed unlimited resources
from the land to obtain wealth. The pioneers’ horizontal movement over the land was
transcendent and a unifying symbol of the nation.

US Expansionism and Industrialization and Horizontal Space
Alexis de Tocqueville wrote his famous Democracy in America during this time of
horizontal expansion and came to the conclusion that “each nation is indissolubly bound by its
position, its origin, its antecedents, and its character to a certain lot that no efforts can ever
change” (Olick 70). His short time in the US as a tourist and observer reinforced his
understanding of how each country internalizes certain aspects of its nascent stages of
development in its national identity. De Tocqueville wrote on the restlessness of Americans and
their movement through the land:
“In the United States, a man builds a house in which to spend his old age, and he sells it
before the roof is on; he plants a garden, and lets it just as the trees are coming into
bearing; he brings a field into tillage, and leaves other men to gather the crops; he
embraces a profession, and gives it up; he settles in a place, which he soon afterwards
leaves, to carry his changeable longings elsewhere. If his private affairs leave him any
leisure, he instantly plunges into the vortex of politics; and if at the end of a year of
unremitting labor he finds he has a few days' vacation, his eager curiosity whirls him over
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the vast extent of the United States, and he will travel fifteen hundred miles in a few days
to shake off his happiness. Death at length overtakes him, but it is before he is weary of
his bootless chase of that complete felicity which forever escapes him. At first sight there
is something surprising in this strange unrest of so many happy men, restless in the midst
of abundance. The spectacle itself, however, is as old as the world; the novelty is to see a
whole people furnish an exemplification of it” (Tocqueville 507).
US freedom manifested itself to its public as a constant horizontal journey to reinforce and
reassure the citizens that they were truly free. The irony, of course, was that freedom was a
dream and never achievable in this transient society because once the journey in search of
freedom ends so does the freedom. De Tocqueville also witnessed expansionism in person with
the removal of the Choctaw in 1830.
After settlers pushed across the Appalachian Mountains and then crossed the great
Mississippi River, the next stage in US expansion was to complete the stretch from the Atlantic
to the Pacific. The adventures of Lewis and Clark and their preparatory mapping to clear the
way for Manifest Destiny assured them of a mythical status in US history and culture as they
made the first proverbial road trip across the country. Here, US citizens visualized en masse the
land that was settled by their mapping. Lewis and Clark’s expedition began the US’s long
interest in the myth of the pioneer or explorer with his spirit of individualism in open and
unknown space. In contrast, the reality of settlement across the country was very different and
was comprised groups of people who depended upon one another for support and protection
(Boorstin, Colonial 52) and was a far cry from the idealized lone adventurer conquering the new
territories.
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The providential destiny of the New World as a haven and a hallmark for European
settlers would easily evolve into the Manifest Destiny that revealed the will of God for
democracy to spread from coast to coast in a newer, more secular predestination. An article in
the New York Review in 1840 devoted an essay to foreign travelers, saying, “their defect was an
inability to behold in America not the nonexistent temples and statues but the ‘future’” (Miller
211). The settlers’ movement though the vast landscape established and consecrated the sublime
and the sacred in the US. The temples and emblems of the past were for the Old World.
In 1845, an unsigned article in a popular American journal, a long-standing Jacksonian
publication, the Democratic Review, issued an unmistakable call for American expansionism.
Focusing mainly on bringing the Republic of Texas into the union, it declared that expansion
represented “…the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by
Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions” (Lind 67). The ongoing
need to expand US borders continued with strong conviction right into the 20th century as seen in
President McKinley’s claim that “We need Hawaii just as much and a good deal more than we
did California. It is Manifest Destiny” (Morgan 225). Manifest Destiny as a future
representation of US communal identity was strengthened further in the US with the absence of
the feudalism or the royal and governmental ownership that dominated in Mexico, Central and
South America. In his travels in the 1830’s, Toqueville described the American national
character with the word “mobility,” (Schivelbusch 112). Around the same time Michel
Chevalier on a mission from the French Minister of Interior described the American as one who
“…is devoured with a passion for movement…he must go and come” (Schivelbusch 12).
Railroads essentially became the routes to the US’s westward expansion, many of which
did not follow natural routes like those constructed by the indigenous peoples (Boorstin, Colonial

57

102). Instead, these train routes cut across the landscape, forging under, over or through the
landscape to expedite the relentless horizontal movement. The California Gold Rush would
bring hundreds of thousands of people to California, increasing the need for railroads and
escalating the need to remove indigenous people from their lands. Settlers could not take the
time to wait for progress by following the natural terrains like indigenous peoples’ hunting trails
did. The Pacific Railroad Act of 1862 sanctioned the transcontinental expansion of the trains by
providing public lands so that the US could connect the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. Its
progress from shorter, minor rails was speeded along “thanks to a fast-developing financial
system based on Wall Street and oriented to railway securities, and the majority were
consolidated into 20 trunk lines by 1890” (Leach 17). Railroad travel across great distances gave
travelers a panoramic experience that was so significant that artist John Banvard painted a 12’
high and 1,300’ panoramic of the Mississippi River in the 1840’s made up of many panels that
traveled around the US on a multi-city exhibition tour to vicariously celebrate US expansionism
for those unable to make the journey themselves (Boorstin, Colonial 237).
Thoreau, who actually viewed the panoramic by Banvard in person, described the
painting’s merit: it revealed the future possibilities of the land in America’s heroic age (Hanners
38). The value of the painting was showing us the land and the bridges, tracks and roads that
were to be built as it expanded. Thoreau recognized the powerful influence of the railroads and
fast travel when he warned in his Walden that “we do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us”
(Boorstin, Democratic 580).
Here we see the intimate and peculiar connection of space and time for the people of the
United States. Their vision of the land was horizontal, a land without a past to be explored or
appropriated, a land to be conquered and owned by their actions in the present and future. While
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the United States did not have time, “What they did have during all their formative years was
space—organic, pragmatic space—the space of action” (Mead 5). The garden, the frontier, the
wilderness and the West become the metaphors for American destiny (Tuan, Topophilia 194).
This spatial action is what orients the US toward the future as a nation of mobility, constantly on
the move.
Sidney Mead, a theologian and historian who wrote The Lively Experiment: The Shaping
of Christianity in America, paralleled the growth of Christianity and the expansion of the US
frontier. He argued that a vast, unrestricted, horizontal geographical and social space comes to
be directly connected to the US ideal of freedom. With an overriding theme of manifest destiny
with its vast geographical, social and virgin space pervading the cultural landscape we see that
“space has overshadowed time—has taken precedence over time in the formation of all the ideals
most cherished by the American mind and spirit” (Mead 12). Horizontal space became
synonymous with freedom. Mead’s argument is reiterated by Tuan when he writes, “Freedom
implies space; it means having the power and enough room in which to act” (Tuan, Space 52).
In 1908, the state of Oklahoma and its football team adopted the nickname of Sooners, recalling
those who cheated by sneaking into the districts ahead of the appointed time to get unfair
advantage of land parcels during the 1889 land grab, a nickname to be admired and respected in
later years since those acts were considered a part of the American spirit to be first in the game
of expansion.
Sociological experiments show how there is still today an immense social distance
(preferred amount of space) between individuals in the 50 states that reflects the US preference
for horizontal space. The American bubble of personal space is a part of our Manifest Destiny
residue. When US travelers visit other countries where personal space is less guarded, the US
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visitors recognize, sometimes for the first time, that their personal space bubbles exist and are
being encroached upon or lessened horizontally by those cultures that have closer (more vertical)
personal space.

Fig.1. Joshua Shaw’s watercolor, Bolling’s Dam, Petersburgh, VA, 1820. Hand-colored engraving and aquatint on wove paper
by John Hill for Picturesque Views of American Scenery. Corcoran Collection 2015.

The landscape paintings of English artist Joshua Shaw reveal what a new immigrant to
the US believed represented the character of the new country he had immigrated to as an adult.
He would precede the Hudson River painters with their sweeping landscapes of hills, valleys,
mountains, prairies, etc. and minimal people. In his preface to Picturesque Views of American
Scenery in 1820 he wrote:
“In no quarter of the globe are the majesty and loveliness of nature more strikingly
conspicuous than in America. The vast regions which are comprised in or subjected to the
republic present to the eye every variety of the beautiful and sublime. Our lofty
mountains and almost boundless prairies, our broad and magnificent rivers, the
unexampled magnitude of our cataracts, the wild grandeur of our western forests, and the
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rich and variegated tints of our autumnal landscapes, are unsurpassed by any of the
boasted scenery of other countries” (Chrysler).
Shaw’s watercolors captured deep horizons and movement whether it is the flowing waterfalls,
boats, people walking or deer running across the foregrounds. In Bolling’s Dam (Figure 1), the
rushing water is the main subject with its promise of irrigation and the ability to restructure the
land for the new settlers. Shaw traveled from New York to Georgia to sketch and paint, so his
images included the major water routes that settlers and tourists would voyage (Chrysler). The
low horizon with its hazy skies emphasizes the vastness of the space yet to be visited.

US Linear Time and Progress
“Time is distinguishable but not separable from space.”
--Henri Lefebvre, 175
Mead quotes Bernard De Voto who wrote “Perhaps the Indians might have been adapted
to the late 19th century order and might have saved enough roots from their own order to grow in
dignity and health in a changed world—if there had been time” (Mead 5). The implication here,
of course, is that the people who came to populate the US have never had time to spare, as they
were concerned with movement measured more in space than time. The native inhabitants were
removed from their homelands forcefully and fairly quickly since their presence hindered the
horizontal sweep of the new citizens across the continent. Even Thomas Jefferson, who
originally believed that the indigenous peoples and the New Americans could come together
under a single nation, began to advocate for the removal of the indigenous peoples across the
Mississippi after the Louisiana Purchase. The seeds that led to the Trail of Tears in 1838 were
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planted early in US history. Thomas Jefferson also advocated for new immigrants to distribute
themselves among the settled Eurocentric citizenry in order to be amalgamated into the dominant
culture as quickly as possible. President Andrew Jackson, on the other hand, would take steps to
remove the indigenous presence in the East by signing the Indian Removal Act of 1830. This
legislation was followed by the General Allotment Act of 1887 that was designed to break up
communal ownership of land on reservations because reservations hindered indigenous peoples’
assimilation into the dominant US culture (Sutton 34).
Alongside the horizontal movement and spatial system representing the US origin story,
if there was any sort of overlaying temporal system that reinforced the US’s freedom from the
past and its interest in the future it was a linear one. The United States was based on a history
that reflected a linear perspective of the Enlightenment that wished to demythologize the world
and its history, with a consecration of a linear progression of human time. It is interesting to note
that “the majority of clockmakers were Protestants,” (Adam 115) and the use of standardized
time in towns appealed to the Protestant work ethic (more myth than reality) where time
measured work. The quick adoption of clocks into US homes and businesses created an
industrial sense of time where it was seen as money and progress. The clock moved away from a
more ancient sense of felt and experienced time and allowed those in the US and Europe to
measure history, values and the future by minutes, hours and years, the chronos23 understanding
of time. “The ideology of progress displaced the timeless values of Christianity and transplanted
them to the earthly and linear time of history…this came out of the Enlightenment and criticism”
(Paz 360). Christianity in the Old World was more associated with an understanding of the
kairos24 conception of time that focused on right or opportune moments for human decisions or
actions. The New World showed its preference for the chronos, time measured by equal
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moments never stopping, never varying from beginning to end. (Rushkoff 112). In this way, the
ideas of evolution and progress, especially monetary progress, could be projected upon
Christianity without any serious ethical crisis. If Manifest Destiny was an expression of God’s
Will, then kairos and chronos could both be affirmed by Christians. “The ideology of progress
displaced the timeless values of Christianity and transplanted them to the earthly and linear time
of history” (Paz 370).
Robert Nisbet, a sociologist and former occupant of the Albert Schweitzer chair at
Columbia University, traced the idea and history of progress from antiquity to contemporary
times in his 1980 History of the Idea of Progress (Nisbet xvii). The belief in a Christian God
was “supplanted in the minds of intellectuals by belief in a certain natural and inexorable pattern
of progress…God-the-being transposed into God-the-unfolding, God-the-advancing” (Nisbet
129). De Tocqueville recognized the importance of progress in the American psyche in the
1830’s when he wrote that “all [Americans] consider society as a body of progress” (Lasch 13).
The history of the United States begins with the Enlightenment, and the past was equated with
the outmoded and the obsolete. Even Ralph Waldo Emerson, so often critical of popular
American values, asks, in his Progress of Culture: "Who would live in the stone age or the
bronze or the iron or the lacustrine? Who does not prefer the age of steel, of gold, of coal,
petroleum, cotton, steam, electricity, and of the spectroscope?" (Nisbet 8). The relationship
between citizens of the US and their religions would evolve as time extended from the 18th to the
19th century with a resurgence in the evangelical church and the Second Great Awakening.
Christian followers considered colonization and expansion of the US as a way to bring on the
eschaton (Rushkoff 261), the ultimate future event. Their camp meeting structures were suitable
for small towns expanding into the West along with the individualism of proving your worth
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through your service and devotion to God and God’s will that was ever measured by and fulfilled
in the movement across the land and the progress in history.
The Hegelian sense of progress and movement towards perfection pervaded the
American psyche. “Hegel horizontalizes transcendence and transforms the Kantian kairos of
upliftment into a continuing proceeding ahead of itself in infinite succession” (Hemming 191).
Hegel himself saw the United States as a place that embodied his particular idea of
transcendence. Hegel’s movement from savagery to civilization equated with the American idea
of progress through time and the idea that we continue to get better as we move through time in
order to evolve intellectually and socially. Linear time was used as the analogy for progress and
evolution in all ways whether it was mental, physical, social, political, economic, etc. “The
country’s foundations are in the future, not in the past…the act of its founding was a promise of
the future…for the US to return to its source is to return to the future” (Paz 370). The creation of
newspapers across the country was essential in communicating current information so people
learned of local and national events quickly as delayed information would lose credibility as it
became a part of the past rather than the important present and ever more important future. The
newspapers’ ability to reach out through horizontal space to connect with its citizenry was a part
of its linear progress of evolution.
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The Beginning of National identity in Art and Writing

Figure 2. Karl Bodmer. View of the Stone Walls on the Upper Missouri River from the book Maximilian, Prince of Wied’s
Travels in the Interior of North America, during the years 1832-34 by Prince Maximilian of Wied. Hand-colored aquatint.
(Publisher: Ackerman & Co. 1839) Original is unavailable to the public. Digital image 2005 Indiana Historical Society. All rights
reserved.

Karl Bodmer, a Swiss painter and engraver, traveled for two years with naturalist Prince
Maximilian of Wied-Neuwied to illustrate his two-volume book, Travels in the Interior of
America, 1832-4. Their travels began in Boston and via the Ohio River they made it to St. Louis
where they followed the Missouri River on a 2,500-mile steamboat and keel trip to end at Fort
McKenzie, Montana (Crouch 192). Bodmer supervised the production of eighty-one aquatints
from his four hundred sketches. In his View of the Stone Walls (Figure 2), the Swiss painter,
whose homeland consists of two mountains chains and a plateau, has a pronounced vertical
sweep on the right-hand side of his painting with the promise of more mountains along the
river’s flow. As a visitor who is not trying to take on the identity and mythology of a US
narrative, his paintings were more of a documentary as he wanted to capture the scenes with a
photographic quality of a traveler entering the spaces via the rivers. It will be interesting to see
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how Benton will paint the same scene but choose an overhead view instead that flattens the
mountains and makes the flow of the landscape more horizontal. Bodmer included the wildlife
and the indigenous tribes along the way in exacting detail as Prince Maximilian was interested in
studying them, not removing them. Bodmer’s watercolors of the indigenous tribes are
considered still to be the most astute and realistic of any illustrator to date (Wood 12).

Fig. 3. Thomas Cole. View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a thunderstorm—The Oxbow, Oil on
Canvas, 1836. Metropolitan Museum of Art. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/10497

US art mimicked a great deal of European art and literature in its early stages as many of
its artists came from or were trained in Europe, but a more distinct US voice and vision began to
emerge during the early to mid-1800’s. The Hudson River School under the early guidance of
Thomas Cole seemed focused on the allegorical and metaphorical possibilities of using nature as
a distinctively American movement. “American scenes are not destitute of historical and
legendary associations--the great struggle for freedom has sanctified many a spot…American
associations are not so much of the past as of the present and the future” (Cole, Thomas 7).
These artists were not interested in a documentary effect like Bodmer that located the real US in
its present. Cole thought the important element of the US landscape was the potential lying in its
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future progress. In View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a
thunderstorm, aka The Oxbow (Figure 3), Cole juxtaposes a pastoral, developed and settled
valley on the right against the untamed, dense forest on the left. We can see the providential
movement of the US as it crosses the country from east to west. The light of civilization and
progress lights the way as it spreads. The first generation of the Hudson River School was
focused in New England, but a later generation made up of Thomas Moran, Albert Bierstadt and
others would take that vision out to the American West, the direction that Cole’s composition in
the The Oxbow indicated was next in its horizontal emphasis.

Fig. 4. John Gast. American Progress “Spirit of the Frontier,” oil on canvas, 1872. Gene Autry Museum of the American West.

John Gast, a Prussian-born artist who spent most of his life in Brooklyn, offers up an
inherited vision of an origin story for his adopted nation. His painting called American Progress
(Figure 4) is an excellent representation of the US’s ideals of horizontal space and linear time as
a reflection of the American character and model for establishing its origin story. The female
figure of Columbia, an angelic personification of the United States, sweeps across the plains,
rivers and mountains from the East to the West, bringing the light of democracy to the dark and
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forbidding new territories in her horizontal sweep of the land as she carries a textbook, not a
bible, in one arm while stringing a telegraph wire in her other hand. There is a deep horizon that
extends further than the eye can see, and a glorious light that follows in the settlers’ path. We
observe the technological advancements of wagons, stagecoaches ships, telegraphs and trains as
they make their way across the canvas/land as the pioneers move toward the future. A group of
Native Americans is seen escaping to the far left as one of the rider’s horses is partially cut out of
canvas. There is no room for the Natives in this narrative. Farmers are clearing the land of
animals and trees as agriculture carves its way through the landscape.
With regards to early writing in the US, De Tocqueville concluded after his travels that
the only true American writing in the US was journalism (Tocqueville 425) with its exposition of
current events. The creation of newspapers across the country was essential in communicating
current information so people learned of local and national events quickly as delayed information
would lose credibility as it became a part of the past rather than the important present and ever
more important future. The newspapers’ ability to reach out through horizontal space to connect
with its citizenry was a part of its linear progress of evolution.
The US would need to clarify its voice instead of mimicking European writers. James
Fennimore Cooper was considered a pioneer in the American novel as his five novels of The
Leatherstocking Tales takes the reader on a journey on the New York frontier with its hero Natty
Bumppo “Hawkeye” during the French and Indian War. In his second novel, The Last of the
Mohicans: A Narrative of 1757, one can argue that the second most important character in this
novel, if not the first, is the setting itself. The land will be conquered and the indigenous people
will be killed or dispossessed as progress is inevitable. The possibility of a mixed relationship
between Uncas, a Mohican, and Cora, a half white and black settler, ends in their tragic death.
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Races needed to keep to themselves. Natty Bumppo, a heroic figure, could never reconcile his
relationship with the land, the indigenous peoples and the new settlers. He dies facing the
sunset…the direction he has followed all his life. We should take a moment to note that the
indigenous peoples had a rich oral storytelling tradition with themes that intimately linked the
people to the land and its past in stark contrast to the tension and alienation of many new
pioneers and settlers.
R.W.B. Lewis called Natty Bumppo the literary embodiment of The American Adam that
he wrote about in his book of the same name. Lewis recognized the horizontal disposition of the
US identity when he refers to Bumppo as the “hero in space, in two senses of the word. First, the
hero seems to take his start outside time, or on the very outside edges of it, so that his location is
essentially in space alone; and, second, his initial habitat is space as spaciousness, as the
unbounded, the area of total possibility” (Lewis 91). To maintain his status as hero, he must
continue moving through horizontal space.
Ralph Waldo Emerson expressed his desire for an American poet who could capture the
spirit of the US in his essay “The Poet.” He wrote, “We have yet no genius in America” and
went further to qualify that this genius needed to recognize the US’s “ample geography dazzles
the imagination” (Emerson 35). Whitman then consciously responded to Emmerson’s call for a
distinctive American poetry that venerated the US land and character. Walt Whitman’s Leaves of
Grass was inspired by his travels throughout the United States from New Orleans via the
Mississippi River up through the Great Lakes and back to New York. His emphasis on human
individuality and isolation was prevalent in his poem “A Noiseless Patient Spider”:
A noiseless patient spider,
I mark’d where on a little promontory it stood, isolated,
Mark’d how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,
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It launch’d forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,
Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.
And you O my Soul where you stand,
Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,
Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them,
Till the bridge you will need be form’d, till the ductile anchor hold,
Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my Soul (Whitman, Leaves 450).
We are witness to the spider sending out its endless horizontal webs to create some sort of bridge
or connection to find peace and happiness in the vast and vacant space in which it finds itself.
The greatest irony of the poem is that the isolation and loneliness that the spider attempts to seek
solace from is very thing that configures its basic identity. The value of the spiders (pioneers
that become settlers who now must come to terms with their identities) comes from their ability
to build a new future upon the horizontal land they discover, settle and transform. Whitman’s
search for the chronotope of American writing is obvious when he wrote, “The literature, songs,
aesthetic, etc., of a country are of importance principally because they furnish the materials and
suggestions of personality for the women and men of that country, and enforce them in a
thousand effective ways” (Whitman, Specimen 228).

The US identity needed to be ritualized and reinforced with allegories and metaphors to
integrate the “two antagonistic halves of the American soul: …the liberty of the individual and…
the law of humanity as a whole” (Hagenbuchle 429). Whitman identified the prairies, plains and
roads as the symbols for the distinctive US identity and character with the accompanying
chronotope of horizontal expanses and its historical connections with Manifest Destiny and
progress (Whitman, Specimen 142). In “Song of the Open Road,” Whitman wrote “Oh public
road…You express me better than I can express myself, You shall be more to me than my poem”
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(Hagenbuchle 461) as he recognized that the road was a suitable metaphor for his own US
identity and the literary one he wanted to represent.
Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has garnered attention in the last century
as critiques argue over its merit in American literature, specifically in terms of its portrayal of
African-Americans (Jim), its use of the vernacular and its anti-religious connotations. The
surprise to me is that The Adventures of Tom Sawyer does not receive more critical response for
its racist characterization of Injun Joe and the insinuation that there was no room for indigenous
peoples in the adventures, and by implication, any American adventures. Twain had absorbed
the newspaper reports of Indian attacks and the new fear of miscegenation (Revard 649). Tom
mistook Injun Joe, a half breed, for the devil the first time he saw him in a dark graveyard. Injun
Joe was the villain constantly feared throughout the narrative because of his violent and
unpredictable nature. The fear was overcome finally when Injun Joe was accidentally locked up
in a cave and starved to death. The town could then draw a sigh of relief as their space was
saved from the Indigenous threat. The vertical space of the original indigenous inhabitants was
for the past and obscurity among the popular literature of the times.

Civil War and Beyond
The Civil War can be seen ironically as the event that encourages the individual states to
finally recognize themselves to be part of a national identity. Shelby Foote noted that “Before
the war it was said ‘The United States are’ –and after the war it was always ‘The United States
is’” (Berger 28). All the literature and textbooks start to use this plural designation en masse as
the multiple states finally were designated as a nation grammatically. In his 1915 Memorial Day
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speech, President Woodrow Wilson credited the Civil War with bestowing a sense of national
consciousness at its conclusion (Huntington 119). The American flag with its 13 horizontal
stripes and its use of stars to represent each particular state as a part of a larger unified nation
became a more common sight across the nation with the start of the “cult of the flag”
(Huntington 127). The diversity of states and people are streamlined into shapes and colors.

Fig. 5. Horatio Greenlough. The Rescue. Histories of the National Mall, marble statue, 1850. Accessed November 18,
2020, http://mallhistory.org/items/show/18.

Shortly after the Civil War, it became compulsory for children to complete elementary
levels of public schools that were subsidized by taxes. These schools utilized many colonial
fables to teach reading extolling American heroes (some real and some fictional) such as George
Washington, Johnny Appleseed, Daniel Boone, Kit Carson, Paul Bunyan, John Henry, Davy
Crockett, Casey Jones, Mike Fink and Pecos Bill. Mark Twain’s characters of Huck and Tom
joined the pantheon of these tall tale figures. What all of these figures had in common was not
their particularity as individuals but how they represented the frontier spirit waging to pave the
way for future progress as a united nation. The post-Civil War US could not utilize its current
leaders or figureheads as unifying forces as the wounds of the war were too deep. Unification of
the nation required the nostalgia of its pioneer and adventuresome past. The statue by Horatio
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Greenough of Boone fighting an indigenous warrior in order to save a settler and her child
(Figure 5) was meant to symbolize the US struggle of civilization over barbarism. It remained
on the East side of the National Capitol until the 1950’s (Smith, Henry 53). Here we see the
symbolic reinforcement of the idea of how the United States began during the Enlightenment and
the rediscovery of the New World with its need to establish the start of history with the Puritan
settlement. The view of history is a nostalgic one used only for reference, emphasizing the
continual movement towards the future and continuous growth.
The architecture and exhibits of the World’s Fair of 1893 commemorated the 400th
anniversary of Columbus’ “rediscovery” of the Americas with its sentimentality and nostalgia of
the past and the perceived progress made by then. The Midwest town of Chicago was chosen for
its location with over 600 flat acres allocated for its construction. The vast horizontal space was
filled with neoclassical buildings, made of plaster and other materials meant to last only on a
temporary basis, filled with exhibitions of the most recent innovations in industrial and
agricultural technologies. Electricity lit up the fair with the first presentation of the Ferris wheel
on US soil. Many would note the emphasis on the vertical dominance of the Ferris wheel, but
the riding experience culminated in a view that reveals the 600 acres of horizontal expanse. The
architecture, themes and entertainment with its Euro-centric emphasis of progress limited
African–American participation and excluded the indigenous peoples’ presence entirely, with the
exception of their stereotyped characters in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show (Rose). Turner also
read from his The Significance of the Frontier in American History before the American
Historical Society at the Exposition, assuring that the theme of Manifest Destiny was the axiom
in the minds of its participants (Smith, Henry 3).
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Washington DC was established as the national capital of the US in 1790 with the plans
of Pierre L'Enfant and his wide open avenues. “This is a horizontal city of broad open vistas”
(Boorstin Cleopatra 100). The Capitol Building was the center of the design, allowing no other
buildings, towers or skyscrapers to be taller to interrupt the expansive horizontal view across the
Mall. The very iconic, horizontal layout of the National Mall area that we recognize today began
in 1902 under the McMillan Commission with future installations of reflecting pools,
monuments, park areas, etc. Its plans were focused on the axis that ran symbolically from East
to West, letting the capital reflect the Manifest Destiny that undergirds the philosophy of
movement, progress and the future.
“Time has become a perpetual present and thus spatial. Our relationship to the past is
now a spatial one” (Jameson, Conversations 47). With the industrialization of the US and its
mass production, the dominant image for thinking of time is “as a production line” (Boorstin,
Democratic 361). Its linear flow and product oriented design epitomizes the spatial dominance
over time in the US. Movement through space is future-oriented as the products are the main
purpose of the line, the time line of progress. It is interesting to note how in contemporary times
the older idea of moving up within companies has now changed as individuals are expected to
make a horizontal move to another business to make an upwards movement in status and salary.

Horizontal space and linear time in the literature, films and architecture of the 20th century
Climbing up towards the 20th and 21st centuries, the imagery connected to horizontal
space and linear time that developed from prevailing origin stories was still used to represent a
sense of communal US identity. The best-seller The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by Frank Baum
was published in 1900. Baum situated the novel in the Midwest state of Kansas, and all the
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characters and events are positioned around the theme of the journey, the chronotope of
horizontal space and linear time represented by their adventures via the yellow brick road. What
many may not know is that Baum was in favor of the eradication of Native-Americans. “Why
not annihilation? The white, by laws of conquest, by justice of civilization are masters of the
American continent” (Leach, 250). Many writers and scholars have argued that Baum’s story is
a Populist allegory for the US by identifying the scarecrow with farmers and the tin man with
factory workers and the Wicked Witch of the West as the great plains with its droughts as a
bucket of water is able to end her life or represent a new life for the plains. One also could
compare the green Wicked Witch of the West as the brown other who needs to be removed to
make way for the American dream.
Willa Cather would bring the frontier with its wide open spaces to the literature of the
early 20th century with her novel O Pioneers, its namesake taken from Whitmans’s poem.
Cather’s strong female protagonists, especially the daughter Alexandra who is the mainstay of
the Bergson family, worked within the chronotope of the horizontal space and linear time of the
US identity on the Nebraska plains. The immigrant homesteaders who came from Sweden,
Norway, Bohemia and France with their strange accents, customs and foods to work the land
integrated more easily into the community that was focused on its work and its preoccupation
with the future. Their actions upon the land made them a part of the American ethos of progress.
This was reiterated when Alexandra said that “The land belongs to the future” (Cather 307).
US Poet Laureate, Robert Frost wrote in The Road Not Taken:
…Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference (Frost 163).
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Frost recognized that the road was the symbol necessary for the chronotope to express the
American character that is represented by the choice of which road to take in one’s horizontal
and linear journey of the American dream.
Perhaps the continued future focus, linear chronotope, of the US’s national founding and
foundation of identity is represented in “Prairie” by Carl Sandburg (many refer to the Prairie as
the heartland of America)
I speak of new cities and new people.
I tell you the past is a bucket of ashes.
I tell you yesterday is a wind gone down,
a sun dropped in the west.
I tell you there is nothing in the world
only an ocean of to-morrows,
a sky of to-morrows.

I am a brother of the cornhuskers who say
at sundown:
To-morrow is a day. (Sandburg 79)

Sandburg equated the past with a bucket of ashes to reinforce its inferior place in US identity.
The US was always headed to something in an endless stream of tomorrows with the promise of
progress and never-ending movement and adventure. In his “Always the Young Strangers,”
Sandberg re-venerates Whitman’s pioneer when he reminisced about his own memories of
encounters with the pioneers of his childhood. “They (pioneers) became real to me. They had
broken the prairie…As a boy I saw some of these old-timers in their seventies and eighties, hardbitten, grizzled and fading…These old-timers became part of my mind and memory…They were
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segments of history” (Bodnar, Bonds 122). The pioneer stories were told and retold as they
continued to be a part of the fabric of US identity.
Arthur Miller’s most famous play, Death of a Salesman, winning both a Pulitzer Prize
and a Tony Award, revolved around the patriarch of the family, a traveling salesman who spends
his entire life on the road, alienating him from his wife and sons in order to make a living and
pursue the American dream that was possible and within reach in every tomorrow.
One can make a case that one of the most important characters in John Steinbeck’s The
Grapes of Wrath is Route 66. Steinbeck referred to the road as “the Mother Road” and “the
migrant road” as it was the lifeline for all the families headed West in search of work after the
Dust Bowl has forced them to leave their lands. The main characters headed further west in
search of a better life, reenacting the original movement of the settlers. The destruction of the
plain’s grass that helped keep the Midwest’s soil from eroding was the byproduct of the US need
to plant miles and miles of crops, the polar opposite of the indigenous farm methods that
preserve biodiversity and sustain the health of the soil.
In Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, he described his two lead characters as “leaving
confusion and nonsense behind and performing [their] one and noble function of the time, move”
(Kerouac 134). The author’s contemporary beatnik identity could be traced back to the
adventurous spirit and symbolic heritage of the US pioneers.
With regard to US filmmaking, approximately 2,700 movie westerns were made between
1930-1954 by multiple movie companies, averaging over one hundred per year (Adams, Les
122). While more contemporary westerns with counter themes have been made, the vast
majority of those made in the mid-twentieth century showed the indigenous communities as
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inferior, evil and a hindrance to future progress for the typical American farmer and rancher.
They reflected the three themes in US history and culture with regard to the indigenous tribes:
integration, cultural segregation and control and annihilation. Film established the genre of the
western as the American epic. The autonomous individual represented by the cowboys or the
pioneer families are set against the backdrop of the Western plains.
Monument Valley became associated with many westerns as a sort of superficial
archetype as it was never a part of westwards expansion as it was considered too harsh an
environment despite its beauty and majestic views. Monument Valley did offer the deep
horizontal landscapes and the isolation required for individuals who were making choices as they
traveled the land. The irony we note is the fact that the area was and is a part of a Navajo
reservation in Utah and Arizona called The Monument Valley Tribal Park that is regulated by the
tribe. This symbol for manifest destiny finally was handed over to the Navajos in the early 20th
century after it was found not to be worthy of mining by the US government (Perrottet).
One can argue that the conscious effort to make westerns in the late 20th and early 21st
century like Dances with Wolves where the vast plains are the homeland for the indigenous tribes
who the Lieutenant chooses over his position in the army, The Hateful Eight where the cowboys
are forced to encounter one another in the tight space of a cabin, and The Revenant in which the
white settler ultimately listens to the advice of a Pawnee from his past, stand as the best
cinematic examples of how other art forms can challenge the dominant narrative of horizontal
space and linear time.
Architecturally speaking, the Prairie Style occupied the US mindset with Frank Lloyd
Wright’s cantilevered shell extensions and open floor plans. In a 1939 speech at the Royal
Institute of British Architects, Wright called for US independence from the transplanted
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architecture that prevailed in revivals of predominantly European versions of the Gothic,
Classical, Italianate, Victorian, etc. (Yang 84). The Prairie Style focused on the horizontal
expansiveness of architecture (representative of the vast prairies of the Midwest) with unimpeded
views across interiors and low, comforting roofs “because measurement of the height of the open
prairie space is not possible” (Yang 82). Perhaps it also helped US architecture to escape
symbolically from the vertical hierarchy of European feudalism with its complicated vertical
structures.
With the rise of modern industrialization and urbanization, suburbs increase in response
to people wanting to move away from the cramped, vertical cities to enjoy the open space of
more rural areas. “A whiff of the ultra-modern and another of the extremely archaic” (Lévy 215)
was how Lévy explained that wide-open spaces can live alongside skyscrapers in our current
national ideology. Many would argue that the glass skyscrapers of the urban skylines in major
US cities should reinforce a vertical sense of space. I would argue that the US fondness for glass
and large windows allowed for an unhampered view of the infinite space that is out there to be
explored or enjoyed.
The creation of the St. Louis Gateway Arch, originally called the Jefferson National
Expansion Memorial, was designed and installed at the gateway of the West in order to “pay
back the debt we owe to the American pioneers who gave us the American nation and gave us
the American character” (Bodnar, Remaking 189). While certain perspectives make it look like
there is a focus on its verticality, the Gateway Arch is as wide as it is tall. It is an entrance into
the vast horizon of the west. The museum inside takes visitors linearly through time from the
founding of St. Louis in 1764 to the completion of the Gate in 1965.
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In order to understand what the US was doing in regards to its production of literature,
films and architecture of the 20th century, Friedrich Nietzsche would conclude the US was still
laboring under monumental memory that represents its “past grandeur” (Lévy 239) by deifying
its forefathers. Nietzsche believed that monumental memory was looking for models for identity
and character and those models become the archetypes that are generalized and turned into
analogies rather than true history and facts. The US absorption of a monumental memory is also
aesthetically stifling according to Nietzsche. Once the US is stagnating within a chronotope that
privileges horizontal space and linear time, the art cannot progress alongside any growth or
change within the national character and identity.
The US government used segregation and exclusivity, even in urban areas, to keep the
purity of the monumental memory of the founding fathers and stories. The mass hyphenization
of US identities is expounded as a way for people to take pride in their ethnic identities, but it
can also be argued that it is another way to assure others of their adoption of US ideals as each
nomenclature always ends with a hyphenated-American: African-American, Mexican-American,
etc. The diversity of the nation is quelled by the need for a unified imagined community.

Questions of Space and Time
What are the positive and negative aspects of a linear sense of time in relation to US
national identity? Heidegger believed that “the past—the pastness of the past—is understandable
in its distinct constitution only when paired with the future quality of the future and the present
quality of the present” (Ricoeur, Memory 346). Other nations were established with a more
cyclical sense of time that was circadian and rhythmic instead of a linear “vulgar time where
time is reduced to an anonymous series of discrete moments” (Ricoeur, Memory 351) that has
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only a shallow connection with its past. “The structure of care that, by its very openness”
(Ricoeur, Memory 356) is not a closed system like linear time is closed but integral like circular
time that both reveals and conceals. William Godwin asserts that the “ultimate purpose of
progress is the greatest possible degree of freedom of the individual” (Nisbet 215). The irony
with progress as a creation of space, of course, is that it is eternally horizontal where “no end of
progress is ever reached” (Nisbet 158). Can this unreachable goal create an unconscious and
never-ending frustration with identity? Without a deep respect for the past, the past is more
interesting as a form of comfortable nostalgia than truth. The people of the US enjoy hearing
stories of the distant past more than the recent past as “the more distant the event recalled, the
more pleasure we tend to experience in remembering it” (Casey 47).
The myth of a never-ending landscape that can accept the never ending outward
movement of its people will, of course, reach its zenith and create an existential crisis for its
citizenry once resources are over utilized, land is wasted or laid to waste and the belief of brand
new starts or do-overs fails to be a reality for the majority of the nation. “Nature—that social
philosopher, political scientist, the great book Americans have grown accustomed to learning
from” (Levy 301) loses its mystery and its power once US boundaries are finally set and
imperialism is exhausted. The destructive nature of a horizontal ideal of movement through
space can be reflected in how the first permanent settlement of Jamestown becomes the first
ghost town. It would not be the last too, as many booms and busts left the remains of many
ghost towns throughout our horizontal sweep through the country in an avalanche of Manifest
Destiny. The US also idealizes an eternal horizontal space that is unreachable and with it an
ideal of freedom that is equally out of reach. Now that there is no more territory to discover, no
destinations, “then the only thing that motivates our movement is to get away” (Rushkoff 48) or
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to extend the US identity into outer space. In the 2020 State of the Union Address, Trump makes
a reference to Manifest Destiny as he justified the US interest in expeditions to Mars.
In the next chapter, we will investigate the origin stories that influence the chronotopes of
Mexican identity leading the life and creations of Diego Rivera. We should see a culture counter
to the US themes that results in a distinctively different understanding and representation of
space and time for Mexican identity.
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CHAPTER THREE

Mexican Space and Time: Imagery and Ideology of Origin Stories and National Identity.

“These paintings say Mexico is an ancient thing that will still go on forever telling its own story
in slabs of color leaves and fruits and proud naked Indians in a history without shame. Their
great city of Tenochtitlan is still here beneath our shoes and history was always just like today
full of markets and wanting.”
--Barbara Kingsolver, The Lacuna 90

The Mexican origin stories from the colonial period that filtered down through time are
characterized by a vertical sense of space and a cyclical concept of time, distinctive from the US
conceptions. This difference is due to the fact that conquistadors and colonists, men without
spouses, arrived from Spain and intermingled with great numbers of indigenous women that
resulted in a large mestizo population and an emerging and evolving imagined community
distinct from that of the United States.

Conquest of the Indigenous Peoples and Colonization
Geographically south of the US, the European encounter with the settled natives and new
settlers differed greatly from the US encounter as Mesoamerica was home to agricultural
civilizations that consolidated into larger urban areas with massive architecture. In the precolonial United States, the indigenous peoples were dispersed in smaller tribes over greater
distances. First, we must note that the early adventurers to Mexico were conquistadors with
specific orders from the Spanish Crown to procure material wealth and claim the land of New
Spain that would become a source of income for the royal coffers. Hernán Cortés arrived and
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encountered Tenochtitlan, one of the largest cities in the world, even larger than the cities of
Sevilla, Cordoba and London at the time. Tenochtitlan included a sacred and central walled-in
area containing more than seventy large permanent buildings with dikes and aqueducts that fed
fresh water into the gridded city. Tenochtitlan had an organized sewage and garbage system that
rivaled those of Europe. It would have been difficult to dismiss the architectural and agricultural
ingenuity found in that place and label them culturally inferior. Explorers would focus, however,
on their religious inferiority as their perceived greatest civilizational weakness. Other large
urban settlements like Texcoco and Tlacopan held monumental and permanent pyramids,
temples, palaces, ball courts and market places as well. Overall, Spanish soldiers encountered
organized cities whose establishment and claim to the land was obvious since these indigenous
peoples were agriculturally based and settled. This larger cultural footprint of the indigenous
tribes would be more difficult to wipe away from this New Spain as was done in the US.
The ideologies of the soldiers, missionaries and eventual settlers coming to Mexico from
Spain were shaped by the Counter-Reformation (Catholicism) and its character and concern for
acquisition of property and salvation of souls, whether the conversion of the natives was done
peacefully or under duress. Cortés and the other Spanish conquistadores came with two goals in
mind for the natives they encountered: conquest followed quickly by evangelization. The
Spaniards used a two-step conversion process of “first the sword; then the embrace” (Shorris 45).
The first colonists were primarily adventurers in the earliest stages of colonization with a
relatively quick transformation by their successors becoming settlers and religious missionaries.
The Spanish began a campaign of cultural destruction where they tried to obliterate the
indigenous peoples’ written histories while tearing down their permanent and sacred structures
and using those same materials to construct new government and Christian buildings. Towns
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were “built according to a plan laid down on the basis of standing orders” (Lefebvre 151) to
mimic Spanish cities in design. Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec Empire, was razed and
Mexico City built on its ruins as indicated above in Barbara Kingsolver’s quote. The Spanish
found that obliteration of the religions and cultures of the various native tribes could not entirely
be accomplished in Mexico as well as they had done in the British colonies to the north as they
were not segregating, relocating and eradicating the natives in the US manner.

Vertical Space, Layers and the Pyramid in Colonial Mexico
Once the conquest was achieved the Spanish began the work of converting the
indigenous tribes to Christianity, Catholicism in particular. Priests replaced soldiers, and the
Metropolitan Cathedral of Mexico City was built on top of where the Templo Mayor, the double
pyramid that was the center of religious and social life in Tenochtitlan, once stood. The tall
pyramid became a towering cathedral; one vertical wonder was replaced by another.
Montezuma’s palace on the east side was razed and replaced with Cortés’ own palace that would
become the National Palace (Roller). One can purchase maps today that show the new city
center superimposed over the old one, the clear cellophane of Mexico City today revealing the
Mexico City of the indigenous peoples of yesterday.
The Catholic cathedral brings with it a hierarchical vision of religion with its multitude of
ecclesial positions with the deacons leading upwards to priests leading up to bishops and finally
up to the Pope who was the ultimate connection to the heavens. Ancient mythology and
cosmology influenced the Catholic vision of a vertical depiction of heaven as a system of ten
heavens based on the Second Book of Enoch from the Apochrypha. A literary interpretation of
the hierarchy of the levels of heaven was written by Dante in his Divine Comedy a century prior
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to the colonization of Mexico. It should be noted that while the Aztec vision of the cosmos was
vertical too, their verticality did not come with a hierarchy but was seen as the layers and folds of
the universe (Maffie 506).
The Spanish used the tools of inclusion and conversion to create a forced communion
between the Spanish and indigenous peoples, and the gothic vertical space of Spain found a
connection with the vertical sacred space of the Aztecs and other native tribes. The conversion
of the conquered also acted as a way to “legitimize the conquest” (Paz 361) by fulfilling God’s
wishes to convert the indigenous peoples to the Christian faith. The Spanish were sent to save
the heathens so they could enter the kingdom of God as monotheistic, God-fearing Catholics.
There was not a separation of church and state like in the US, and the dominant influence of
religion continued throughout the establishment of New Spain and later Mexico.
Earl Shorris is a contemporary Renaissance man who has written The Life and Times of
Mexico, a three thousand-year history. Shorris divided the book into three sections to provide an
interdisciplinary approach to his research and writing: the head, with essays on politics and
philosophy; the heart, focusing on the arts, the family and social customs; and the liver, dealing
with economics, education and race (Shorris vii-ix). In his introduction to his 800 pages, Shorris
considered it important to confirm that Mexico’s “core ideas are still more religious than
political” (Shorris xix). Shorris’ commitment to this interpretive tool is evident throughout his
book. The heavy emphasis of spreading Catholicism in the New Spain among the indigenous
tribes allowed those tribes to interweave among the new arrivals while maintaining their
indigenous understanding of time and space via continued ceremonies and storytelling.
Unlike the English who promoted immigration and land distribution en masse to
encourage mercantilism and growth in their colonies, the Spanish government “went out of its
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way to restrict migration to its American colonies” (Ferguson 113). Any foreigner who wanted
to do business in the New World had to be a Catholic. General immigration was discouraged if
not outright denied. Instead of only importing a great number of slaves from Africa and other
countries, they instituted the encomienda system where the Spanish utilized the labor of the
indigenous peoples who lived there in return for seeing to their care and for their Catholic
conversion. It was, of course, primarily a way to enslave and exploit them while acknowledging
their familiarity and expertise with the land and its crops.
This New World version of enslavement by Spain would have been reminiscent and
familiar to the indigenous peoples since the Aztecs had a large class of slaves in its society.
Many of the tribes that Cortes encountered on his way to Tenochtitlan “had already been
conquered and colonized” (Todorov 58) by the Aztecs. Cortés’s mission to conquer the Aztec
empire was aided by the help of indigenous tribes in surrounding cities as they wanted to escape
their own enslavement and serfdom to the more powerful Aztecs established in Tenochtitlan.
Not all Spaniards were comfortable with this New World bondage and some friars and
missionaries, most notably Bartolomé de las Casas and Francisco de Vitoria, worked for
indigenous human rights in order to free the natives from the encomienda system. Bartolomé de
las Casas even used the writings of Aristotle to prove that indigenous peoples fulfilled all the
rational requirements for living the good life (Carrasco 23). This was, unfortunately, a minority
enterprise.
Spanish men who were sent alone to New Spain actively sought women for labor,
domesticity and sexual pleasure. “Sexual contact and integration were, surely, the norm in
Iberian colonies in contrast with the racial purity and puritanical hypocrisy of English colonies”
(Chorba 101). The taboos against racial relations and interbreeding were not as strong in Mexico

87

as they were in the US colonies: more than 1/3 of Spanish America was comprised of mixed
races by 1811 (Ferguson 133). The son of Hernan Cortés and La Malinche, his Nahua
interpreter, was the first mixed race child (Mestizo) in the New World in 1523 (Cypess 15). As
the indigenous peoples were assimilated into Catholicism, so too were the pagan gods and
culture of the indigenous peoples despite the intentional Spanish destruction of pagan indigenous
peoples’ texts and sacred buildings. Many missionaries learned Nahuatl in order to speed up the
conversion of the indigenous peoples, and the bible was translated into Nahuatl. Various tribes
accepted the Christian faith without entirely relinquishing their prior pantheistic religions. “The
languages and cultures entered each other, overlapped, meshed, married, shared, replaced,
strengthened, weakened…every form reformed in a Hegelian dance that has continued for
centuries” (Shorris 108). Indigenous peoples were inculcated within the culture and religion of
Spain, but they managed to continue to maintain their native religions, ideas and practices at the
same time as they utilized symbols that represented both the new and old religions. Mountains
became cathedrals instead of pyramids, but the vertical reverence remained
The Catholic Church quickly took power in Mexico, building cathedrals, churches and
missions all over the country. Indigeneous peoples were indoctrinated into the Catholic faith and
its worldview heavily influenced by the “vertical structure of the medieval cosmos” (Tuan, Space
106), but the ancient understandings of native space and time were also kept by and embodied in
the rising new generations of mestizos and morenos. While Spanish artists were familiar the
horizontal perspective they focused more on the flat, vertical space of the supernatural world
(Tuan, Topophilia 135). The Aztec vertical representation of thirteen levels of heaven and nine
levels of the underworld was strangely reminiscent of the vertical structure of Dante’s nine levels
of heaven and nine circles of hell in their designs. Carlos Fuentes declared that “Mexican space
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was vertically sacralized thousands of years ago,” (Fuentes, Myself 14) and this vertical sense of
sacred space was shared by the Catholicism of Spain. In Mexico, people stand very close to one
another and even occasionally touch while in conversation.
One of the most permeating symbols of space is the pyramid. The pyramid was the
indigenous symbol of the ancient notion of the sacred and vertical mountain that “mediates
transcendence precisely by being the solid, permanent, overpowering, forbidding and majestic
mountain that it is in its concrete particularity and thereness” (Haight 124). The sacred mountain
was the source of the first humans. Although the Spaniards would tear down pyramids and
replace them with cathedrals, they simply created a surrogate axis mundi, a new perpendicular
connection to the heavens. For the Aztecs, the mountains continued to be the dwelling places of
both gods and ancestors where heaven and earth was connected. “A sacred mountain stood at
the center of the universe linking up, like a vertical shaft, the upper, middle and lower worlds”
(Carrasco 70). Coatepec, the Serpent Mountain, was the site where their main patron God
Huitzilopochtli was born in a bloody battle. The Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan was built as a
replica of Coatepec. The Aztecs used the imagery of the pyramid to unite their creation stories
and architecture, the same way the Spaniards built their cathedrals. The axis mundi of the
pyramid was the place where the heavens, the earth and the underworld met, the source of life
emitted from the mountain. The Aztec word for city was altepetl meaning “water mountain or
water-producing mountain” (Aguilar-Moreno 53) as the city was dependent upon the mountain
for its very existence.
James Maffie, a principal lecturer in the Department of Philosophy and Latin American
Studies Program at the University of Maryland, writes of Aztec metaphysics in his Aztec
Philosophy: Understanding a World in Motion. Maffie describes how the Aztecs believed that
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“energy is conveyed throughout the cosmos by means of vertical, malinalli-twisting currents of
ascending and descending energies” (Maffie 420). While the Aztec cosmos consists of upper,
middle and lower regions (Maffie 504), the continual displacement of energies keeps it from
being a value-based hierarchy (Maffie 506).
We remember that the foundations of Tenochtitlan were used in the construction of the
New World capital of Mexico City in a layered and sedimented residue of the history and stories
that accumulated over time and maintain a presence in the present. Every day citizens literally
walk over the remains of the indigenous past. Many districts and landmarks in Mexico City still
bear their original Nahuatl names given by the Aztecs. “The buried and immovable base” (Paz
322) of the pyramid was the ground upon which the Spaniards constructed their new cities,
building upon the native roots found during its exploration, and rediscovered later when modern
Mexico could appropriate the death and destruction that marked that first exploration. Lefebvre
recognized how spaces like Mexico City can remain “qualified (and qualifying) beneath the
sediments left behind by history, by accumulation, by quantification” (Lefebvre 230).
The stela, another vertical monument, was the preferred symbol to commemorate
important people and events in the Aztec culture (Florescano 56). It can be traced back to the
Mayans and it was passed down for a thousand years. Many stelae were constructed to observe
the end of a calendar cycle every 20 years. The low relief carvings of figures and hieroglyphics
on each stela have no distinguishable backgrounds and are read from top to bottom in continuous
vertical movements. Stelae also display the never-ending cyclical nature of the indigenous
people as we will see in the next section.
Baroque art, a tool of the Catholic Reformation, was more malleable thematically than
other styles of art to adopt the horizontal space and cyclical time of the indigenous peoples who
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were assimilated into this new nation of people. Baroque art, distinctly different from the
mindset of Puritanism and the Enlightenment, could include that which is sacred and important
to the indigenous tribes (space and time) to appeal to their emotions as a way to inculcate their
new places within the changing population of Catholic believers. Baroque art with all of its
syncretism, symbols, emotions and acceptance of ambiguity was a perfect vehicle to absorb the
indigenous understanding of horizontal space and cyclical time within it in order to inspire and
proselytize to the various tribes.

Cyclical Time Between the Indigenous Tribes and the Spanish Settlers
Unlike the arrow of linear movement in time that dominates in the US settled by
Protestants focused on the future, the indigenous peoples’ understanding of circular time in
Mexico prevailed and was strengthened by the Spanish colonists with an analogous circular
understanding of time. This was made possible by the presence of Catholicism and the Baroque
which made room for indigenous thought in its writing, art and religion. The indigenous
peoples, “like Sir Isaac Newton, thought of time past and future as the two sides of an equation.
And since an equation functions in either direction, one may proceed from the present to the past
or the future” (Shorris 712). Diego Rivera consistently used the cyclical theme of “conquest,
establishment and revolution” (Souter 151) in his murals to illustrate how the past, present and
future are tied inexorably together throughout the history of Mexico. This diachronic sense of
time could best be illustrated by the fiesta, where “time is no longer succession” (Paz 48) and the
present becomes a perpetual communion where the past and future are reconciled, a fixed
present. This is similar to what many experience during religious celebrations or rituals.
Specifically, during the fiesta on Día de Los Muertos, people commune with their ancestors
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through ritual, remembrance, transcendence and immanence, embodied in the preparation of
homes, cemeteries and native places for the return of the dead to their homes and homeland in
present time and space.

Fig. 6. Stone Calendar. Basalt stone 3.58 meters in diameter. Discovered in 1790. Photo by Dennis Jarvis, 2013 (Creative
Commons Attribution-ShareAlike). Ancient History Encyclopedia. Accessed October 19, 2018.
https://www.ancient.eu/Sun_Stone/

Showing us “a world model that lays stress on its vertical axis coincides often with a
cyclical conception of time,” (Tuan, Topophilia 129) and the Mexican understanding of time is
circular as illustrated by the round Aztec Stone calendar made up of concentric circles that reveal
the origin of the cosmos. The calendar’s edge was made up of two fire serpents whose bodies
encircled the five cycles of the world, the four that have passed and the current sun, and the
cardinal points of the earth. The encircled serpents represented the continued cycle of life and
death.
In the inner circle of the stone calendar (Figure 6), the four squares around the central
figure represented the prior four eras that ended in death and destruction. The destruction of the
Aztec Empire and the fall of Montezuma were caused by the perceived ending of one period of
time (the Aztec’s sacrilegious usurpation) and the return to another, that of the Toltecs under
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Quetzalcoatl to reestablish the fifth sun. This perceived time coincided with the arrival of
Cortés. The idea of repeated cycles engendered the belief that Montezuma opened his kingdom
up to the conquistadors on their arrival. They were afraid that they could be offending the gods
by denying these strangers and potential gods their hospitality if their arrival was marking the
end of the current fourth sun. The second ring shows the 20 months made up of the 18 days that
make up the 260-day circular calendar where history repeated itself in cycles. This calendar
based on a 265-day cycle around the sun noted that the five final sacred days that were not
carved on the stone would bring great fortune or disaster, and Cortés arrived during one of these
consequential days. The destruction of Aztec books, art and history by the Spaniards were
compared to the Aztec destruction of the Toltec civilization’s art and history 400 years earlier by
some Aztecs, proof of the repetition of events and the prophecy of cyclical time in indigenous
cultures in Mexico (Todorov 60).
“Time is immanent…and embodied…in the unfolding patterns of the cosmos” (Maffie
420) and the patterns and cycles of all things. Cyclical time was so important to the Aztecs and
their religious rituals that they constructed the Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlan so that the sun
passed through its center on its east-west axis during the equinox (Florescano 19). The temple
on the north side was devoted to the rain god and symbolized the summer solstice with its wet
season, and the temple on the south was dedicated to the god of war and the dry season of the
winter solstice. One can symbolically pass through a full year by circumambulating the double
pyramid. Aztecs believed that the temple was a symbolic “navel of the world” (Florescano 14).
The beginning of the world is ever present in the contemporaneous rituals of the worshippers in
this sacred location. Maffie used the term “biorhythm” (Maffie 429) to describe the way the
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Aztec’s believed that life unfolded in the constant cycles of seasons, life and death and the
movement of the tides and planets.
Octavio Paz identified the prominence of cyclical time in Mexico’s origin story with his
description of the primordial fall from the Garden of Eden in relation to time:
“There was a time when time was not succession and transition, but rather the perpetual
source of a fixed present in which all times, past and future, were contained. When man
was exiled from that eternity in which all times were one, he entered chromatic time and
became a prisoner of the clock and the calendar…ceased to coincide with the flow of
reality…the spatial measurements of time separate man from reality—which is a
continuous present—and turn all the presences in which reality manifests itself, as
Bergson said, into phantasm” (Paz 209).
Paz also maintained that fiesta days like Dia de los Muertos allowed Mexicans a chance to take
off their masks and escape their alienation and solitude in the world by being their authentic
selves for a while, authentic as they are embodied within their vertical space and cyclical time.
The native Hispanic concept of time was compatible with the Catholic Baroque mindset of the
Spaniards where they “had no concept of history as an endless chain of cause and effect or of
radical separations between past and present” (Landsberg 5). The role of ritual within the
Catholic church was a way to establish stability as time stands still and the congregation is
transported back in time. Dia de Los Muertos is not just a celebration of the traditional Catholic
All Soul’s (Saint’s) Day. In Mexico the offerings to the dead are similar to those that were given
by the Aztecs to support the dead’s journey into Mictlán, the Land of the Dead. The line
between the living and the dead and the past and the present is broken symbolically.
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Carlos Fuentes charged that as Mexico was encouraged by European countries and the
US to take part in industrialization and a broader capitalistic world economy so that Western
culture instructed them “…to forget the instantaneous, circular, and mythical times of our origins
in favor of a progressive, irreversible time, destined to an infinitely perfectible future” (Fuentes,
Myself 75). The way of capitalism meant the arrow of time and progress.
Here we see the huge difference between the creation of Mexico and its northern
neighbor: we see that Mexico is based on myths without dates, and the past is constantly with
them and entangled in their future. In the US, the past has little consequence for its future. In El
Naranjo, Fuentes also argues that “a colonial past has contributed to the very fabric of the
modern world” (Chorba 99). In his novel Terra Nostra, Fuentes provocatively has a pilgrim ask
of the natives, “Did we discover them or did they discover us?” (Fuentes, Terra 384). Here
Fuentes acknowledged that the discovery of Mexico was distinctively different from the US’s
settlement, and the customs and beliefs of the indigenous peoples would have a lasting impact on
the Mexican identity as these two civilizations were intertwined, interdependent and
complicated.
It is interesting to note here that the previous chapter was easily constructed in a clear,
linear movement through the chronological time of historical events in the US. This chapter is
more challenging to construct because there are so many happenings through the Mexican
timeline that are repeated in a continuous cycle of revolution, a renewed interest in prior
indigenous roots, history and culture or a resurgence to undermine the continuing influence of
indigenous peoples in New Spain and later Mexico.
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Casta Painting and the Virgin of Guadalupe in the Colonial Period

Fig.7. Luis de Mena, Castas, Oil on canvas, c. 1750. Museo de America, Madrid. https://art.georgetown.edu/s21classes/attachment/image-3-luis-de-mena-virgin-of-guadalupe-and-castas-1750-oil-on-canvas-119-x-103-cm-collection-of-themuseo-de-america-madrid-andrea-gallelli-huezo/

An image that illustrates the viewpoint of the emerging representation of Mexican
national identity in the colonial period is found in Luis de Mena’s Castas, a painting that
illustrates the caste system that immediately emerged once interracial relationships became
normalized among settlers, natives and other immigrants and slaves in Mexico (Figure 7). Casta
painting was popular in the 18th century (Olson 309). This casta painting shows the vertical and
hierarchical levels of racial taxonomy in Mexico according to the proportion of Spanish blood
that someone had. In contrast to the United States where hyphens were used to distinguish racial
mixtures, in Mexico there were 36 nomenclatures that designated different combinations. Some
of these nomenclatures were highly offensive like calling a person of Indigenous and African
pairing a lobo or wolf or a person of Chinese and African pairing as albarazado or lepros
(Katzew 202-3). These paintings became popular due to the “strong sense of criollismo that
emerged in Mexico at the end of the 17th century” (Katzew 2). Criollos (creoles), those born of
pure Spanish blood in the Mexico, wanted to clarify their superior status in the New World over
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mestizos and other people of mixed blood even though they were considered beneath the
Castilian, one born on the Iberian peninsula of European blood.
There were sixteen designations in total that displayed multiple compartments that run
horizontally but are stacked vertically in the paintings. The casta painting by Mena includes
eight groups. Each group was painted in the social setting (clothing, homes, occupations) that
represented each racial group. Mena’s painting does not include all sixteen codifications of race,
but he does include eight of the most predominant interracial relationships. The canvas reads up
and down with shallow spaces behind the figures that indicate there is no way to rise from your
caste. In the highest register we see the Native residents to the left and the Spanish settlers to the
right, both soaring vertically with pyramids and mountains respectively, separated though
brought together by the Virgin of Guadalupe who appears to be mestizo, an anachronistic
element that is accepted by the Mexican people for whom the past and present are connected and
strangely interchangeable. “Mexico’s ideal is to conserve the image of divine immutability, a
plurality of pasts, all present and at war with every Mexican’s soul” (Paz 370). The caste system
designates those of pure Spanish blood as dominant and preferred at the top of the vertical caste
and then makes its way down in the ranks as the pure blood is diluted by intermarriage with
Indigenous peoples and Blacks from Africa and the Caribbean Islands.
While the caste system reinforces the hierarchy of racial value, the Virgin stands as a
reminder of the inherently bound connection of its citizens under Christian salvation. The Virgin
Mary is re-written, represented and embodied as darker-skinned mestizo in order to give birth to
the new Mexico and the new Mexicans. One can argue that casta paintings were also attempting
to clearly articulate a caste hierarchy in ideological terms when the reality was much more
complicated and complex.
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While the caste system existed as the social, cultural and economic division of the
country, the consolidation of religious symbols of European and indigenous peoples was affected
with the construction of The Basilica of Guadalupe. The Basilica was built at the base of
Tepeyac hill, a site with a shrine where Aztecs worshipped the fertility goddess Tonantzin. The
Virgin of Guadalupe was a new symbol that represents the religious syncretism that took place in
Mexico. The two images were overlapped, creating a new layer, a new version of the Virgin, a
divine mestizo. The Virgin Mary was accepted quickly into Aztec mythology since
Huitzilopochtli, the god of the sun and war, was born of virgin birth as well in his origin stories.
In later images, the jaguar, the Aztec symbol of war, took the place of the traditional lion at the
feet of St. Jerome to further blur the lines between Spanish and Mexican artistic representation
(Walcott 96). The term “jaguar Christians” was created as a way to describe those indigenous
peoples who became Christian while integrating indigenous meanings and symbols as their
prophetic writings alluded to the inescapable changes that were coming from the new religion
during the 17th and 18th centuries. The new world order for the mestizo was explained in an
excerpt from the Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin:
The foreign judges
The bearded men
Of heaven born Merida,
The seat of the lands.
And they
Are the sun priests
Of the living God.
He shall be worshipped
In one communion
On earth
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Below:
An additional rule.
And for the fatherless,
And for the motherless—
Jaguar was the head
And urged his people
To be sprinkled
In the changed city. (Carrasco 153)
The indigenous tribes took on the mantle of Catholicism (becoming baptized) and the conquerors
while keeping indigenous traditions alive without attracting the attention of the church.

Mexican Independence and Nationalism in Art and Architecture
Even after the bloody war for independence that lasted from 1810-21, Mexico managed
simply to gain two sets of forefathers, the Indigenous and the Spanish. The Aztecs and their
rulers were revived and seen as “a great civilization whose only weak point was its religion”
(Earle 109). This juxtaposition and display of the Aztec and Spanish heroes together in
sculptures and paintings was possible because both sets of forefathers share the transcendent
vertical space of the pyramid/cathedral and the circular time of the Catholic monastery/Aztec
calendar.
The 30 years following Mexico’s independence from Spain ironically was filled with the
adoption of French and US ideals and models for its governmental rule that were ill adapted to
the historical and political circumstances of this new nation (Hoy 385). General Iturbide, the
first leader after independence who declared himself Emperor of Mexico, and Santa Anna, who
would be president eleven times during the tumultuous years between 1833-1853, both emulated
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Napoleon in their rule. Mexico adopted the term of political identity that France and the US
chose, Republic, and the leaders developed a constitution. Unfortunately, the next decades were
a constant battle for power between the two major political parties: the conservatives that wanted
to continue with the old Spanish model for running the government and the liberals who wanted
to mimic the US structure of governance.
We can examine this post-independence period and philosophical thought in Mexico
through a Heideggerian lens. Heidegger had a desire and need to search the ancient Greek (preSocratics) philosophers and the origins of philosophy to help him with what he considered the
fundamental question of Being. Similarly, modern Mexicans recognized and looked to the
genius in their ancient, Mesoamerican origins and ancestors for their own sense of self-identity
and being. Like present day Italians and Greeks, Mexicans now have their equivalent of the
Greek and Roman archeological objects that garner respect (Alonso 472). Authors start to
include the royalty of the Aztec heroes as characters in their stories and histories as the fight for
independence can be translated as a form of vengeance for the Aztecs (Earle 50). Also, the new
mestizos are Christians now and worthy of their inclusion in society.

Fig. 8. Anonymous. Allegory of Independence. 1834. Museo Museo Histórico Curato de Dolores, Guanajato, INAH.
https://smarthistory.org/mexican-independence/

100

In Allegory of Independence (Figure 8), the seated figure of Independence wears a
feathered headdress (indigenous) and holds a Phrygian cap (European) to represent her mestizo
nature. She is situated between Miguel Hidalgo, a mestizo priest, and Agustín Iturbide, a criollo
general, sanctifying the new identities within Mexico. Ethnically speaking, the color of skin
seems to be a mixture of the two bloodlines. The Aztec eagle chases away the despot of colonial
rule. Unlike in the US, there is room in the Mexican pantheon for heroes that precede the
European occupation of the New World.
The cyclical time of the Aztecs and other indigenous peoples is recovered in writing by
scholars with a renewed interest in indigenous mythology and history as native historical texts
are rediscovered like the Popol Vuh that emphasizes how “the memory of future actions is often
juxtaposed with the record of remote events and with scared spaces/lands of the past. This is,
indeed, the essence of transcendence in Mesoamerican thinking” (Megged 34). With the
invasion of French forces and the installation of Emperor Maximilian by Napoleon III, citizens
witnessed a return of foreign powers attempting to rule the Mexican land and people. This
encouraged them to display their pride in their mestizo culture and their appreciation for
indigenous aesthetics.

101

Fig. 9. ‘Pavilion of Mexico, Paris Exposition, 1889 (albumen print). Source: Library of Congress, prints and photographs
division, Washington, DC. https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/paris-exposition-universelle-in-rare-pictures-1899/

With regards to architecture after Mexico’s successful independence from Spain,
Mexico’s pavilion (Figure 9) in the 1889 World’s Fair in Paris demonstrated Mexico’s growing
nationalism and its attempt to meld its pre-Columbian roots with its Old World leadership. Just
five years earlier the Mexican government had established the Office of Inspection and
Conservation of Archeological Monuments to preserve and excavate the indigenous sites all over
Mexico that had been left to the vices of various organizations and private businesses (Earle
139). The pavilion was a neo-Aztec Palace featuring a mini stone calendar on its entrance. It
attempted to synthesize the ancient native civilizations in one unified whole by using symbols,
emblems and a pantheon of kings and gods from many different indigenous tribes (Garrigan
126). Visitors moved from the past into the present as they entered the palace with a
juxtaposition from its exterior from the Aztec past to its interior with exhibitions of the present
day geography, resources and marketable goods found in Mexico. Many would argue that this
attempt at synthesizing the indigenous and European origins of Mexico was not successful
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because most of the design was a form of “appropriating European renditions of Mexican
antiquity” (Garrigan 4) instead of a thoughtful amalgamation of two distinct cultures.
Mexico under the Porfiriato, the decades (1876-1911) under the direct or indirect rule of
General Porfirio Díaz, was a kind of cultural schizophrenia where Mexico imitated European
models in politics and the arts while incorporating images and symbols from the Aztec culture
and history into public works in a shallow attempt to recover the indigenous past from a Colonial
consumption of land and labor. As a castizo (his father a criollo and his mother a mestizo),
Díaz’s decisions for his public projects demonstrated his own struggle with identity with regard
to its European and indigenous elements. He ordered the construction of the Palacio de Bellas
Artes, an opulent Neoclassical building with the then current Art Nouveau and Art Deco
decorations to vie with buildings in Europe to spotlight the particular national performing arts of
Mexico. Under Díaz, the Paseo de Reforma was designed to be a little Champs-Elysees, and the
irony is that is holds the National Museum of Anthropology that focuses on its indigenous
artifacts and Chapultepec Castle that was the home of Maximilian, the Archduke of Austria who
became Emperor of Mexico in a complicated machination between Mexican politicians and
France’s Napoleon III. The impending Mexican Civil War would be rebelling against the Díaz
administration’s preference for European imagery and culture as a way to reflect the modernity
of Mexico via mimicry of the Old World’s imagery. The indigenous past was idealized and used
to thwart any conceived assault on their mestizo culture.
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Vertical Space and Cyclical Time Reinforced during the Civil War and After
The Mexican Revolution from 1910-20 lasted more than twice as long as the US Civil
War. Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata, leaders in the Mexican Civil War, both grew up in
farming communities where most workers functioned as slaves in their hacienda positions. The
majority of Mexicans were living in the remains of a feudal system similar to that of Europe,
consisting of the elite and the peasantry—the have and have nots. Many Mexicans became
frustrated with the Díaz administration of European mimicry and foreign economic holdings and
control for the past 30 years. The space of a few centuries created a more retrospective and
nostalgic perception of the past so that the Aztec way of organizing and distributing land became
more venerated and perhaps idealized by the peasants who saw it as a solution to their current
economic and social troubles.
The Zapatistas, a guerilla force of citizens under Zapata, wanted to return to the calpulli
system of the Aztecs leaders that distributed property out to communities for division (Hoy 373).
In reality, the calpulli system was also a feudal structure, but current political movements and the
nostalgia in the early 20th century for an indigenous past in Mexico resulted in the revolutionaries
seeing the proposed calpullis as a more socialist distribution of land. The goals of the revolution
illustrated the understanding of time as an equation or pendulum for its Mexican citizenry
because they wanted to return to the Pre-Columbian past with regard to the use and dispersion of
the land, a return to the source, as the beginning of the old system was their future.
In the 1930’s President Lázaro Cárdenas attempted to form ejidos25 in his agrarian reform
movement and re-establish the calpulli system of communal land management where agricultural
responsibilities were collectively shared and distributed as had been done by the Aztecs. Land
redistribution would increase rural Mexicans access to land, but disorganization and continued
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corruption would keep farmers impoverished. Economically, the tianguis, street markets that
Cortes described in his letters about Tenochtitlan, retain their strong presence today in Mexico as
its federal analysis shows over 2 million people working in this informal economy (Mete 4) that
was the armature of indigenous economics. In the Zócalo, the heart of the contemporary,
economic and cultural center of Mexico City, indigenous craftspeople and healers sell their
wares and cures while cosmopolitan businesspeople in three-piece suits discuss deals on cell
phones.

The Mexican Chronotope in the Arts of the Twentieth Century
The recovery of the indigenous history and story was central to the public arts programs
again after the Civil War. After both revolutions and the yoke of European leadership was
supposedly broken, there was a rise in mestizo pride that wanted both sides of their heritage
validated. While more European-inspired monuments would be built throughout Mexico based
on triumphal arches, Greek mythological gods and biblical characters, Mexicans artists also were
patronized by the government to build monuments that celebrated or immortalized indigenous
myths, events or people. Two sculptures of the Aztec emperors, Itzcoatl and Ahuizotl, were
intended to be a part of the Mexican pavilion but were placed instead in Madero Park. This park
was an interesting and appropriate location for Aztec rulers to be placed since it was named after
the Madero family that was involved in the revolution against President Díaz who was obsessed
with making Mexico appear as modern and European as possible. Subsequently, a monument
dedicated to the founding of Tenochtitlan with the iconic eagle clasping a serpent in its claws
was commissioned and placed next to the Mexico City government offices built in classical
Greek styles. On the main thoroughfare of the Paseo de Reforma a statue of Cuauhtemoc, the
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last Aztec ruler, is featured just a few blocks down from the monument to Christopher Columbus
(Shorris 167).
It is interesting to note here how the vertical stripes of the Mexican flag displayed all
throughout the Paseo de Reforma stands in sharp contrast to the horizontal stripes of the US’s
Old Glory. Old Glory’s story begins with the 13 colonies of European settlement. In contrast,
the coat of arms in the center panel of the Mexican flag displays the Aztec legend of the
founding of Tenochtitlan, a past story is located in the present story, rather than a European
foundation story featuring Columbus or Cortés.
The Mexican muralist movement starting in the 1920’s with Rivera, Orozco and
Siqueiros began as a government funded program to promote the theme of Mexican identity as
mestizo in public locations all over Mexico. The vast majority of Mexican citizens were
illiterate, so public art with imagery was a way of educating the masses to the recent revolution
and a counter-history of Mexico that included the indigenous past as a valid part of their
character and identity while including visions of Mexico’s future with scientific and
technological developments.
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Fig. 10. Dr. Atl, Gerardo Murillo. View of Popocatepetl. Tempera and Atl colors on masonite, 1934. 100 x 125cm. Blaisten
Collection, Mexico City, GM030. https://museoblaisten.com/Obra/1875/Vista-del-Popocatepetl

Gerardo Murillo Cornado taught courses at the Academy of San Carlos attended by
Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros (Arquin 33). Murillo changed
his name to Dr. Atl, the Náhuatl26 word for water, to demonstrate his pride in his indigenous
ancestry. After visiting and studying in Italy, he was inspired to create his own Sistine Chapel in
his homeland (Arquin 37). Dr. Atl advocated for a public mural program a decade before it
actually began officially under the Mexican government and he wrote that the “one of the first
steps in building up a national consciousness is to discover and promote the truly native culture”
(Redfield 753). He wrote the first book on Mexican folk art in 1921. He encouraged the
representation of Mexican landscapes in painting and promoted the incorporation of indigenous
aesthetics for modern Mexican art.
Dr. Atl spent decades painting the views of the volcanic mountains of Popocatépetl and
Iztaccíhuatl. In his View of Popocatépetl (Figure 10), the horizon is hidden by the mountains that
seem to be one large mass that reads upward. The trees and undergrowth all mimic the vertical
movement of the mountains. The snow-capped mountain is the focal point and seems nearer to
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the viewer the longer one looks at it. The puffs of smoke or the clouds above the mountain
connect it further to the heavens. Dr. Atl knew that he was conjuring the folklore of the
indigenous peoples in his series as Popo and Izta are known as mythological star-crossed lovers
who were turned into mountains by the gods after their tragic deaths. His landscapes reflected
the present but refer to the past (cyclical time) while they soar upwards (vertical space). Dr. Atl
designed the stained glass curtain in the Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico City that hosts the
Ballet Folklórico, a presentation of Mexico via traditional music and dance that predate the
conquest up to the early twentieth century. The design featured Popo and Ixta overlooking the
valley of Mexico that is enveloped on each side by plants and trees like an embrace. The upper
half of the stained glass panels was entirely composed of an impressionistic sky that rises
upwards to the dome above.

Fig. 11. Frida Kahlo, Self-Portrait Along the Border Line Between Mexico and the United States. 1932. Oil on Masonite.
Photograph: © Christie’s Images/bridgemanart.com https://www.mutualart.com/Article/Decoding-the-Symbolism-of-FridaKahlo-s-/1FCE5DB7B2121A16. Accessed on November 19, 2019.
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Magical realism27 became a popular genre in writing and the visual arts during the midtwentieth century in Mexico. Frida Kahlo’s Self-portrait Along the Border Line Between Mexico
and the United States (Figure 11) revealed the dual identity of a 20th century Mexican. Kahlo’s
father was a German Jew and her mother was mestiza, so Kahlo felt the disparity and conflict
between her European and indigenous roots. Kahlo, who was a popular magical realist artist,
painted this self-portrait in 1932 while traveling throughout the US with her husband Diego
Rivera as he completed commissions and lectures. We can see how she distinguished her
feelings towards each country via the images she chose to represent each nation. On the left is
Mexico with its damaged but enduring pyramid that grows vertically from a great mountain.
Above are the sun and moon establishing the cyclical movement from day to night. Antiquated
fertility figures that do not overlap sit in front alongside a skull that remind us of the neverending cycle of life and death in Mexico’s history and culture. A variety of food and flowers
that also do not overlap are busting up vertically from the earth with their roots deeply embedded
in the soil. Juxtaposed to the right is her representation of the US with its never-ending sky
scrapers stacked in front of one another and smokestacks churning out smoke that decorates the
US flag. There is no mention of the past as overlapping, robotic humanoid figures line up behind
speakers and lights with twisted cords. Kahlo, standing on the border in a shallow pictorial
space, reveals her cultural identification as she waves a small Mexican flag with its vertical
stripes as the horizontal stripes of the US flag are blurred by the pollution emitting from the
smokestacks. Perhaps Kahlo recognized the distinct chronotopes of Mexico and the US in her
representation.
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Fig 12. Diego Rivera. Detail from Teatro de Insurgentes. Mosaic mural. Mexico City, 1953. https://es.dreamstime.com/imagende-archivo-libre-de-regal%C3%ADas-mural-por-diego-rivera-image20790406. Accessed on November 19, 2019.

Looking at Mexican cinema, Mario Moreno, known as the character Cantinflas, was the
equivalent in popularity in Mexican movies during the 1940’s and 50’s as Charlie Chaplin was in
US motion pictures. His role as the pelado28, the poor mestizo who uses his wits to get along in
society, was the comic role that garnered him national acclaim. His indigenous heritage was
exaggerated by his wearing the tiny, stylized mustache of an indio who had difficulty growing a
full mustache like the Spaniard or criollo. Cantinflas used complicated and incomprehensible
language, the jargon of saying something yet nothing at the same time prized by Mexican
politicians, in order to manipulate the bourgeoisie in society, making him the modern day
trickster hero from indigenous mythology (Stavans 38). One can see how the pelado would be
well-received from the underclasses, but how would this relate to the Spanish criollos or the
wealthy upper classes? The picaro was also a character from the Spanish picaresque novels that
represented the underdog or rogue in society who got by on their wits. Diego Rivera painted
Cantinflas (Figure 12) as the central character in his history of the theater mosaic mural on the
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Teatro de los Insurgentes after the actor made his way from film to theater. Cantinflas, located
in the middle, takes money from the rich elites on the left while handing out money to the poor
on the right. He is also placed in front of the towers and two stars that symbolize the Basilica
and the Virgin of Guadalupe. Cantinflas is the modern day Virgin of Guadalupe who will
integrate the modern indigenous peoples into the arts as the Guadalupe integrated the indigenous
peoples into the religion 400 years earlier. The past has become present once again.
Turning to literature, Le Cena (The Supper) by Alfonso Reyes, published in 1920,
represents a major theme found throughout the Mexican poems, short stories and novels of this
time and genre—the ambiguity of time in which the distinctions between the past, present and
future are blurred (Shorris 411). We can see in the literature of the 20th century that Mexican
authors experienced time as cyclical, not linear, as exemplified by the main character in La Cena
who attends a dinner that passes in a distorted haze and ends in his recognition of a painting of a
man who lived in a prior generation. Past and present are blurred, and the main character’s future
is left uncertain at in the end of the short story as he is no longer certain of his identity and seems
trapped between the past and present.
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Fig. 13. Diego Rivera. Two illustrations for El Indio by Gregorio Lopez y Fuentes. 1937. English translation by Anita Brenner,
published by Bobbs-Merril Company. https://graphicwitness.org/undone/indio06.htm and
https://graphicwitness.org/undone/indio08.htm. Synopsis accessed on December 8, 2019.

Gregorio Lopez y Fuentes, a journalist, poet and novelist who fought in the Mexican
Revolution, wrote El Indio (The Indian) to describe the circumstances of poverty and
mistreatment that indigenous peoples suffered in Mexico before and after the revolution. In El
Indio, white strangers arrive in a remote indigenous village in the mountains looking for gold.
People, time and locations remain nameless throughout the novel as every person, place and time
was given legitimacy and authority. There is no way to locate these events or when they occur
on a timeline as it could have been happening anytime around the revolution. After one of the
strangers, who has committed many horrible acts, is killed by the indigenous people as a group,
the village escapes higher up into the mountain where they feel it would be safer. The owners of
the hacienda and farm, where the indigenous peoples worked as servants and hired farm hands,
agree to forgive them if they simply return to work because their indigenous skills were
necessary to continue their privileged livelihood. The scene when they return from their
sanctuary in the mountains is read in a dramatically vertical composition as we watch them
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ascend and descend from the mountain back to the plains below in the flattened footsteps in the
illustration by Diego Rivera on the left (Figure 13). A later scene that depicts a shaman
performing sacred rites of lighting candles and burying paper dolls to appease the gods is
illustrated (on the right above) in a vertigo-inducing drawing that emphasizes the earth, the
village, the mountain and the sky with shallow perspective and figures that seem to levitate.
In The Labyrinth of Solitude, Octavio Paz focused on Mexico’s search for identity in the
contemporary world by looking back at its complicated history of colonialism. Paz believed that
the sense of alienation and inferiority that pervaded the Mexican psyche was caused by the
attempt to live an unauthentic life by trying to conform to European identities since the times of
Spanish conquest (Merrim 313). His hypothesis was that the new race of Mexican people was to
this day at odds with its northern neighbors due to having a different sense of space and time.
Paz used the imagery of the pyramid in his book of essays to illustrate the sense of vertical space
shared by Native Americans in Mexico even in the twentieth century as “…the place where man
and gods, earth and sky meet” (Paz 294).
In 1955, the Mexican writer Juan Rulfo, awarded the Mexican Academy of Letters and
the National Literature Prize by Spain, continued the genre of magical realism with his short
stories and his novel Pedro Paramo. In the novel, the main character Juan Preciado answers his
mother’s dying wish to find his father who deserted both of them. In the ghost town of Comala,
the hometown of his parents, Juan hears and encounters the voices of ghosts who had known his
father. There is no linear time as flashbacks intertwine the past and the present as the dead take
over the narratives. Pedro was the dictator of the region who held dominion over the town and
his rule reveals that the Mexican Revolution that should have destroyed the colonial past has
changed nothing (Merrim 317). The indigenous peoples who come to the town as a group to sell
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their herbs laugh and tell jokes despite the atmosphere of despair. Bakhtin would recognize their
carnivalesque nature that reveals them to be the only redemptive and happy souls among the
mestizo town (Merrim 323). Ultimately, we find that Juan too is dead, and he is telling the story
from his coffin beneath the earth, as his body and story become another vertical layer, literally,
in a story of cruelty and treachery.
In the 21st century, Carlos Fuentes acknowledged that he came to understand his own
Mexican identity while encountering anti-Mexican sentiments while living in the United States
where his father was the Mexican ambassador to the US (Van Delden, Mexico and the United
States 723). Fuentes established his chronotope by using the imagery of the mandala, a Hindu
and Buddhist image that is reminiscent of the Aztec Stone Calendar, to symbolize cyclical time
as “a more comprehensive, more expansive concept of time, oriented beyond our simple linear
conceptions” (Fuentes, Believe 249). Fuentes’ work has celebrated the emergence of a new
Mexican people precisely because the linear view of time that dominates in the West has been
resisted in his writings as he consciously recovers indigenous circular time. In Terra Nostra,
Fuentes writes, “The present never stopped being past and is becoming our future” (Fuentes,
Terra Nostra 485). Fuentes’ main character in The Death of Artemio Cruz is on his deathbed and
finally unable to repress his memories. Cruz speaks from the I, you and he point of view as we
are exposed to flashbacks to his past and then returned to the present where we struggle to
identify who he is as he seems to equally struggle to recognize himself (Schiller 94) in his
memories. The future exists in the novel as well as the readers are left after Cruz’s death
pondering the political and social future of Mexico.
In Fuentes’ short story “Chac Mool”, the main character Filbert is a middle-aged
descendent from the Porfiriato who works for the Ministry. He drowns while swimming in
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Alcapulco during All Saint’s week, and the story is narrated by his friend who is reading
Filbert’s journal. Filbert collected indigenous art and purchased a Chac Mool which he places in
his basement. The plumbing breaks soon after and starts to flood the house, and other strange
happenings occur over the next few months with scary noises emanating from the basement.
Over time the stone statue of the rain god is slowly coming to life, turning from stone into flesh,
sacrificing local animals and tormenting Filbert with his requests and stories. Filbert’s haunted
mind causes him to lose his pensioned position due to his inability to function in the everyday
world and the mistakes he is making at work. As the Chac Mool grows more human and
stronger, Filbert grows weaker and finally tries to flee the control of the rain god. When the
narrator brings his friend’s dead body back to his home for burial, he is greeted by the now alive
and grotesquely dressed rain god who tells the narrator to put the body in the basement. The rain
god is brought to life and ascends vertically from the basement to the surface by the sacrifice of
Filbert’s life, a reversal of the past when the indigenous people’s lives and culture were
sacrificed to make way for the new. The Aztec god that answers the door is no longer the
idolized and transcendent vision of the Aztec religion and history, but a contemporary
indigenous man who is painted up like a gaudy god (Boldy 291) in a present-day juxtaposition
that leaves the reader in a state of limbo where the past and present is skewed. This present-day
god has none of the awe and glamour of the nostalgic gods of mythology. Fuentes leaves the
reader at a loss, the inability ever to recover the lost indigenous culture and identity.
Considering the work of the contemporary Mexican poet David Huerta, teaching at the
Universidad Autonoma de Mexico in Mexico City, we find the use of cyclical time in his work
that addressed an on-going problem in Mexico with drug violence and police corruption. His
poem “Ayotzinapa” was written in memory of 43 male teaching students who became
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desaparecidos (disappeared ones) in Guerrero in 2014. Their disappearance remains a mystery
today as the police allege that the local drug cartels were responsible for their assumed deaths
while the cartels counter these charges and allege that the murders were committed instead by
the police (Rothenberg). In Huerta’s poem, the specific disappearance of the student teachers
was the occasion for the poem, but as he moves through the poem Huerta’s audience
encompasses all the Mexican people who have perished:
Whoever reads this must also know
That in spite of all
The dead have neither gone
Nor been made to disappear (Rothenberg)
The past remains present. The Day of the Dead is not only observed one day each year. It is a
daily sacrament in Mexican identity.

Questions of Space and Time
Is a cyclical understanding of time and long-established ties to the past necessarily good
things for present-day Mexico and Mexican identity? Mexico has remained a country that
suffers under mass institutionalized corruption. Some suggest that the bribery and dishonest
legal practices in the government and law enforcement are leftover from the Aztec mordita (bite)
that required conquered natives to pay tribute on a large scale to the Aztec Empire. Perhaps later
generations have considered corruption just a continuation of a long heritage that extorted
weaker groups of citizens for centuries? Has Mexico’s emphasis on the verticality of national
identity caused it to overlook the importance of horizontal movement and the progress of a
manifest destiny as they continue to live by and with the types of space and time that the Aztecs
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exerted on central Mexico with their expansive Empire by the 1400’s? Would Mexico be a more
prosperous nation today had it pushed a more progressive and future-focused agenda in its
economy and culture?
Now that we have established the spaces and times prevalent in the origin stories and
mythological identity of the United States and Mexico, I will illustrate next how Benton’s
upbringing and context as an US citizen in the early 20th century causes him to adopt horizontal
space and linear time as a kind of leitfaden, or guiding principle, in his murals to represent US
national identity.
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Case Study of Thomas Hart Benton

We revive and can relive the past through the reflections provided by its art”
--Thomas Hart Benton, An American in Art, 51.

Thomas Hart Benton’s life and work are best understood in the context of his own
experiences and sense of place in US history and geography found in the stories of his life. The
topology of Benton’s life influenced his representation of national US identity with horizontal
space and linear time as he attempted to formulate how a national narrative could be represented
in visual forms. Benton was consciously concerned with the relationship between form and its
representation in his murals as indicated by his own words, “We must find our aesthetic
values…in penetrating to the meaning and forms of life as lived” (Benton 318). Therefore, it is
not surprising that his life as lived influenced the forms that he painted his quest to represent his
conception of the imagined community of the US. I will demonstrate how Benton’s particular
understanding of the origin myths of the US reveal his US chronotope in his national art:
horizontal space and linear time. His murals serve as national memorials.
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Fig. 14. Vintage postcard view of the East Side of the Courthouse Square, Neosho, Missouri. Circa 1910.
http://www.mygenealogyhound.com/vintage-postcards/missouri-postcards/MO-Neosho-Missouri-East-Side-of-the-Squarevintage-postcards.html. Accessed February 12, 2018.

Benton’s Childhood and Formative Years
Born in Neosho, Missouri in 1889, Benton “grew up at the intersection of the American
West, the rural South, and the industrializing Midwest” (Foster 7). The city is located in the
southwest part of the state on a large expanse of the Ozark Plateau with many springs and
streams. It was a small, gridded town settled mainly by immigrants from the British Isles in the
1800’s (Figure 14). By 1870 it was connected to the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad, solidifying its
connection and access to both US coasts and creating its importance for trade and travel in
Southwest Missouri.
Benton described his hometown of Neosho, Missouri, as being close to land that was the
new home of “a number of Indian tribes moved from the East by the Great Father,” (Benton 3)
which was, of course, the US government. The story of America largely omits the indigenous
people and turns to the new “founding” of the US. Benton emphasized the town’s interest in
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celebrating the old “settlers” of the region, these being the old, white European pioneers. His
origin story of the US was shaped by these American pioneers, displacing the prior discovery
and utilization by the indigenous people. The important US origin stories are rooted in in the
1700’s, and all who came before were a preface both literarily and representationally in his art.
Benton’s father, known as the Colonel, fought on the Confederate side in the Civil War,
then moved to Neosho to establish his law firm there and later became the “US. Attorney for the
Western District of Missouri” (Benton 13). Benton’s home state of Missouri sent soldiers to
fight for both the North and the South during the Civil War, and sent representatives to both the
United States Congress and the Confederate Congress. After the Civil War there was an
increased interest in and need to define and defend a sentiment of national identity and patriotism
above the more traditional and preferred local and state identification with its regionalism that
reigned throughout the US since Colonial times with the establishments of areas like New
England, Middle and Southern States. These areas identified and expressed their shared religious
beliefs, geographical similarities and economic emphases. The national pledge of allegiance was
first written in 1887 and then edited soon after Benton’s birth. He grew up under the new refrain
of “I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which
it stands, one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all” as the seeds of self-conscious
nationalism were taking root in the early 20th century in a country that was ever expanding and
seeking a centralized government and new cultural identity.
Benton spent his formative years traveling all over Missouri via horse and buggy with his
father on the campaign trail. Benton oversimplified his father’s political philosophy when he
said it “began and ended with Thomas Jefferson” (Wolff 29). The Colonel was heavily
influenced by Jefferson’s agrarian democracy so he also saw Westward expansion and farming
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with its self-reliance as a way to alleviate the negative forces of industrialism and the corruption
of aristocratic wealth. Jefferson’s manifest destiny and his Louisiana Purchase brought Missouri
and twelve other states into the Union. US growth and its growing identity depended on this
sweeping, horizontal movement westward and its incorporation of more land along the way.
As an adolescent, Benton later moved through vast horizontal spaces via rail between
Washington DC and Missouri during his father’s terms as a US Senator. The train made it
possible for him and his family to identify with their mid-Western hometown (the local) and the
nation’s capital (the national) as their two homes. Benton’s great uncle and namesake, Thomas
Hart Benton, was a five-time US Congressman from Missouri who was an avid supporter of
manifest destiny, the annexation of more territory and land grants to achieve this westward
expansion and progress. His great uncle “linked frontier life to Union principles,” (Wolff 19)
maybe even identifying personally with that pioneer mentality since he had moved from North
Carolina to the Missouri territory in 1815 to establish his law offices. He was instrumental in the
large incorporation of land with the Oregon Treaty that annexed the large northwestern section of
the Oregon territory up to the 49th parallel. The politician and great uncle brought his particular
vision and understanding of development and progress with horizontal movement across the
country to Washington, DC.
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Fig. 15. Thomas Hart Benton. Katy Flier. Vinita, Oklahoma. Pencil on paper. Drawing at the age of nine. 1898.

It is no surprise that the murals Benton would later create, foretold by his adolescent
drawings, would be filled with suggestive motion, influenced by his many travels and a deep
sense of horizontal space, reminiscent of Elihu Vedder’s open space that Benton saw in his
travels in Washington DC (discussed later in this section). In his biography he wrote, “The
prime symbol of adventurous life has for years been the railroad train.” (Benton 70). The
railroad is the first work of art that appears in Benton’s autobiography (Figure 15) and is what he
remembers first drawing as a child. He used charcoal to draw a huge train mural in his home
“soon after the wall of the stairway had been dressed in a cream-colored wallpaper…the mural
began at the foot of the stairs with a caboose and ended at the top of with an engine puffing long
strings of black smoke” (Wolff 35).
Benton described the train from his boyhood as “the prime space cutter and therefore the
great symbol of change” (Benton 70). Cutting through space here denotes how lateral movement
is equated with progress and freedom for Benton. The faster the US could move (cut) through
space the faster it could progress socially and economically. The steam train, steamboat and car
appear repeatedly in all his murals along with the imagery of the river that reinforces the idea of
horizontal movement throughout his art works in which he attempts to represent some sense of

122

national identity and origin stories. National identity is such an abstract concept that it is almost
impossible to represent to a vast number of people. Benton used space and time, also abstract
concepts, as concretely as he possibly could with his horizontal and linear forms as evident in his
large nationalistic murals.
Instead of following in his father’s and his great uncle’s footsteps and becoming a lawyer
or a politician, Benton chose a career as an artist. His many years surrounded by and taking part
in countless political discussions during campaigning equipped lent a distinct public-mindedness
to his art. His family and the influence of their political beliefs later would be evident in the
spatial and temporal representations Benton used in his public-minded paintings. His father and
great uncle “viewed the local as a reflection of a broader republican state” (Wolff 20). Many
criticized Benton’s Regional style of painting that incorporates distinctive Mid-Western
landscapes and characters as a superficial form with which to express how the local in subject
and theme could be applied to a national ideal and representation. In many ways, the town of his
birth did not create the nation, but the nation created his hometown.
Benton’s formative years in the capital and the Midwest witnessed the growth of train
and boat travel and the invention and production of airplanes, cars and long-distance electric
power. “Engines were the most impressive things that came into my childhood…[T]o…see
them come in, belching smoke, with their big headlights shining and their bells ringing and their
pistons clanking, gave me a feeling of stupendous drama” (Wolff 35). Travel and horizontal
movement were central to the expansion of American cities across the country, and mechanisms
associated with expansion and progress for the future allowed him to easily travel across the
country in his childhood. Benton held Missouri in higher esteem because of the freedom and
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open spaces that the state provided for a young man growing up there as compared to
Washington DC with its more crowded and cosmopolitan landscape.

Fig. 16. Elihu Vedder. Government. Mural in lobby to main reading room. Photo by Carol M. Highsmith, 1946.
Library of Congress Thomas Jefferson Building, Washington, DC. 1896. https://www.loc.gov/item/2007684336/.

The one thing that stood out in Benton’s memory from his time in Washington DC as a
young child was his multiple visits to the Thomas Jefferson Building in the Library of Congress
with its large, allegorical murals by American artist, Elihu Vedder. Vedder, who studied and
lived in Italy throughout his life, created a series of five lunettes called Government in the vaults
of the East Corridor of the Jefferson Building. These murals used classical figures and symbols
to illustrate the aspects and results of good and bad government in the Nineteenth Century
United States. Strikingly different from Benton’s future figures, all of Vedder’s figures are at
rest, if not static, as if posing for the mural. But in these peaceful lunettes, their bodies are fully
rounded and muscular, so large that they extend to the edges of their canvases. The wings of the
two outer figures cannot even be contained within the frame and are cut off. This will be similar
to Benton’s later muscular and more dynamic figures that try to burst outside their picture planes.
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In his first lunette called Government (Figure 16), Vedder’s central figure, looking like a Fortuna
from the classical period and wearing a laurel wreath, holds a golden scepter that represents the
golden rule and a plaque with a section from the Gettysburg Address “…and that government of
the people, by the people, for the people…” (Cole, John 219). Vedder melded the distant past
and his present in order to create these allegoric compositions. Benton, for his part, will utilize
the American pioneer past as an allegory for the national US identity of his day.

Fig. 17. Elihu Vedder. Peace and Prosperity. Mural in lobby to main reading room. Photo by Carol M. Highsmith,
1946. Library of Congress Thomas Jefferson Building, Washington, DC. 1896. https://www.loc.gov/item/2007684338/

Vedder’s imagery in the fifth and final panel of Peace and Prosperity (Figure 17)
revolves around an agrarian utopia where the arts are thriving. The background is one of golden
skies with infinite space behind them, a manifest destiny with no boundaries or impediments.
These backgrounds, the sculptural and muscular bodies and the vibrant colors unify all of
Vedder’s murals. Benton’s work will reflect all three of these influences as well in his murals in
public places.
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While in Washington DC and a thousand miles away from actual indigenous people
Benton had encountered face-to-face, he drew sketches of these people that he portrayed
stylistically with elaborate rituals and costumes that alluded more to the pioneer tales of the
indigenous people than the reality of those he saw in his contemporary life; they never lived up
to Benton’s imagination or the mythology created by settlers. “They did no scalping and stole no
babies to bring up as members of their tribe. They were too tame for me, so I closed my eyes to
what I knew and retreated into the ideal” (Wolff 46). Perhaps this is an influence from Vedder
as well. Benton’s youthful imagination would encourage his interest in reading mythology, and
he later “drew sketches of subjects from Beowulf and Greek and Rhine legends” (Wolff 45). He
read Mark Twain’s work voraciously as well. The common thread in all of these texts was the
theme of the journey and adventure symbolized by moving (cutting) through horizontal spaces
on each adventure whether by road or river. The future required a journey for fulfillment, and
the journey was as important for matters of origin, identity, meaning and value as the destination,
often, more so.
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Benton’s Art Education, Travels and Teaching

Fig. 18. F. Otto Becker (based on the painting by Cassilly Adams in 1888). Custer’s Last Fight. Chromolithograph.
Distributed as a poster by Anheuser-Busch. 1896. CCO, Smithsonian Institution.
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_326129.

As a teenager, Benton attended art lessons at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington
DC and was enamored with a print by Otto Becker (Figure 18) that romanticized the Battle of
Little Bighorn. Filled with many errors, such as the incorrect clothing of the Arapaho, Cheyenne
and Lakota and the battle taking place on the wrong side of the river, Benton was attracted to the
vibrating motion of the work with figures bent diagonally and dust flying from their chopping
motions and running. The background is split in half by the flow of the Little Bighorn River.
The print only shows Montana’s landscape as a vast horizontal flow with softly rounded hills
south of the river and omits the ravines and sharp ridges that made up the land north of the river
and the steep canyons that actually kept Custer from retreating (Wolff 45). Becker’s vision
required an unhindered, horizontal flow for his composition to capture the sheer awe and size of
the story, his version of the story.
After placating his father by completing a year at a military academy and pausing his art
education in a compromise he struck with the Colonel, Benton was allowed to continue his
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studies at the School of the Art Institute in Chicago. He referred to this journey as an “escape”
(Benton 28) that allowed him to travel away from home and lose himself in the anonymity of the
crowds. Movement through horizontal space leads to a new kind of freedom for him—freedom
from the past and a freedom for what is to come. In Chicago, Benton witnessed the city’s
transformation from brownstones into skyscrapers as it became industrialized. It is interesting to
note that he describes them majestically only in relation to their juxtaposition against the
American sky and horizon. (Benton 29). The verticality of the buildings was dependent and
always in deference to the horizon. His view of nature and the landscape with this emphasis on
including the vertical as a way to enhance and focus on horizontal movement will be reflected a
few years later in his The Mechanics of Form Organization that defined his understanding of
composing horizontal movement through a composition. It was also in Chicago where Benton
began to get serious about painting as a central medium in his work.
Benton furthered his studies in Paris at the Académie Julianfor where for two years most
of the classes focused on the human figure. He met Diego Rivera who was also learning more
about fresco painting. Despite a great deal of similarities in the artistic training of Benton and
Rivera, and the ideologies, stories and geographic placement of these two artists, they each
created very distinctive artistic forms to represent time and space that we will compare later.
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Fig. 19. Thomas Hart Benton. House in Cubist Landscape. Watercolor on cardboard. 1915. Whitney Museum of Art.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thomas_Hart_Benton_-_House_in_Cubist_Landscape.jpg.

From 1910 to 1917, Benton’s artistic style and subject matter primarily reflected that of
Synchronism (Figure 19), after his time in France, that based its forms on Cubist fragmentation
and saturated color. The painting’s geometric and dynamic diagonal shapes that represent
buildings and foliage are accentuated by a blue space/background that is neither shallow nor
deep. The sky space serves only to silhouette the objects. It is a pure landscape devoid of
human forms.

Fig. 20. Thomas Hart Benton. Three Figures. Oil on canvas. Surviving painting from the Forum Exhibition of Modern
American Painters in 1916. New York, NY. 1916. Public domain. https://www.wikiart.org/en/thomas-hart-benton/three-figures
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Benton was most interested in the figurative “muscular tension and movement” of the
human body within Synchronism (Adams 70), as seen especially in his studies based on
Michelangelo’s paintings. Benton explained that what he liked most about Synchronism was its
“use of Baroque rhythms” (Wolff 144) that created a kind of dynamism with vibrating forms.
He developed a fascination for the Spanish school there as well, especially the work of El Greco
and his elongated and dramatic figures (Benton 13). In The Three Figures (Figure 20), the
negative space is neither deep nor shallow but seems to be there to accentuate the rhythmic
forms/silhouettes of the sculptural bodies. Benton had been immersed in the Parisian modern art
movement but he was never satisfied with paintings that “were growing out of paintings rather
than out of discernible cultural situations” (Wolff 116). Here he began to question consciously
the value of modern art that moved inwards, focusing more on artistic experimentation and
moving away from the traditional narratives, and lost its ability to communicate with its viewers.
Perhaps he also recognized his propensity for the human form as one can feel how much more
dynamic and energetic his painting of The Three Figures (Figure 24) is when compared to his
earlier House in Cubist Landscape (Figure 23).
After completing his studies in Paris and returning to the US, Benton stayed a while with
his family in Neosho and spent a few months in Kansas City before making his way to New
York. He seemed to be desperately searching for his own unique style. In 1912, Benton moved
to New York and worked as a scene painter at Edison Studios, managed a few art galleries and
taught night drawing classes.
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Fig. 21. Thomas Hart Benton. The Fish Hatchery, Neosho. Oil on canvas. 1916. Photo taken from J. Wolff’s Thomas
Hart Benton: A Life, New York, 2012, p. 132.

The longer Benton painted in the US the more the landscape with deeper space returned
to his paintings. He continued to use dramatic and saturated color (Figure 21). While the figure
in his painting, The Fish Hatchery, is recumbent, the painting seems to vibrate with motion
because of the impasto of the brushstrokes. The overlapping of foliage designates a much deeper
space than any of his European paintings that tried to flatten the picture plane. A pure blue and
deep sky appears at the top of the composition as the horizon returns to his canvases.
He spent the next six years in New York working and reading a great deal of Karl Marx,
John Dewey and William James. Benton was attracted to the vigorous debate of communist
intellectuals in the city and found some similarities in the ideology of Marxism with his leftist
and populist upbringing. Benton wrote about how he identified with the pragmatic visions of
Dewey as he too was a man of action concerned with the role of experience in learning and
making art (Benton 149). His leftist leanings and pragmatism developed mainly from his time
struggling economically while surrounded by some with a great deal of wealth. Juxtaposed to
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his agrarian upbringing in the Midwest, he experienced first-hand the industrialization of urban
areas and the large economic divisions of the haves and have-nots.

Fig. 22. Thomas Hart Benton. Impressions: Camouflage, WWI. Watercolor on paper. Private Collection. 1918.
https://en.wahooart.com/@@/8LT8Q7-Thomas-Hart-Benton-Impression,-Camouflage-(World-War-I)

In 1918, Benton joined the navy and due to his artistic training was assigned a position
where he made detailed drawings of the naval base in Norfolk, Virginia (Figure 22). Deeper
space continues to return in his work, and the movement now includes the naval machinery in his
landscape. His youthful fascination with innovative mechanical movement revived. “The
mechanical contrivances of building, the new airplanes, the blimps, the dredges, the ships of
base, because they were so interesting in themselves, tore me away from all my grooved habits,
from my play with colored cubes and classic attenuations, from my aesthetic drivelings and
morbid self-concerns.” (Adams 87). Here, Benton seems to consciously acknowledge his desire
to make narrative art that speaks to and for a larger audience and moves away from the art-forart-sake’s ideology of the time. This may also explain his interest in representational mural
installations that could and should reach a large public. Although the figures in the boat are
small, their bodies are all swept in the handling and movement of their duties. During his time in
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the navy, he also read the four-volume History of the United States by Jesse Ames Spencer that
started with the “discovery” of America in 1492 and ended during President Buchanan
administration. The over two-thousand pages of text and its accompanying engravings had
Benton asking, “Why not look into [history painting] again…and try to fill the contextual void of
my own paintings, give it some kind of meaning?” (Wolff 162).
Benton returned to New York after his six-month stint in the navy. He married Rita
Piacenza, an Italian immigrant and he acknowledged how a restlessness began inside of him and
how he began to “look yearningly beyond the tall buildings” (Benton 74). One can assume that
he was anxious for a literal and figurative journey, and that journey required horizontal
movement for Benton. He began spending his summers on Martha’s Vineyard and he officially
moved away from abstract modernism and towards realism after being surrounded by its water,
sand, hillsides, cliffs, fishermen and farmers.
After reading an article on Tintoretto and how this artist used preparatory sculptures for
his paintings, Benton began making 3-D clay models for his 2-D paintings. The dioramas with
their “actual forms of sculpted figures, projected in a real, even though miniature space, would
possess the same tangibility as objects in the space of the natural world” (Wolff 164). Deep
space becomes possible in his paintings because he bases his 2-D compositions on real space and
the way light and shadow model the subjects and objects.
In the 1920’s, a realistic style began to dominate his paintings. The Mannerist influence
of Michelangelo and El Greco is seen in the “undulating forms” (Wolff 4) in his canvases.
Philosophically, Benton came to believe that “art should be realistic, not abstract, and that it
should serve practical rather than intellectual ends” (Wolff 5). This pragmatic notion of living
and making art focused on action, and Benton’s paintings revealed the actions of the people in
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their environments and how that environment created them as well. Erika Doss described this
style as “producerism” to characterize his style and philosophy that focused on the people’s
actions and movement (Wolff 7). Benton’s interest in Marxism, a philosophy that encouraged
realism and representation of the human body to communicate effectively with its audience,
reinforced his public-mindedness in art making. Many critics would use the term regionalism to
define his style and subject matter, but Benton’s vision for his work ran from the West coast to
the East coast and the Canadian border to the Mexican border. “The name Regionalism
suggested too narrow a range of inspiration to be quite applicable. I was after a picture of the
America in its entirety…I ranged from north and south and from New York to Hollywood and
back and forth in legend and history” (Wolff 12). Benton’s individual history, story and
experiences could represent the greater American story he wanted to tell. The particular could be
used to represent the universal.

Fig. 23. Thomas Hart Benton. Illustration from “The Mechanics of Form Organization,” 1924. Redrawn from
Benton’s pencil sketches by Lloyd Goodrich, published in Arts magazine, 1926-27. https://nonsite.org/pollocks-formalist-spaces/

Benton’s preference for horizontal movement in his later national murals was influenced
by his manifesto of work when he wrote the Mechanics of Form Organization in 1924 to explain
how the eye follows vertical poles more easily than horizontal poles. “Form is a characteristic of
the mind, it has no prior existence in nature…we must have in clear outlines the human
imagination actually disposing and ordering relationships” (Adams 123). Benton’s concern with
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creating a horizontal sense of movement in his own work was revealed in his solution to this
latitudinal proclivity. In order to help the eye extend laterally, he proposed dividing it up into
multiple vertical poles (Figure 23). Benton writes, “significant form must move in depth—
backward and forward, as well as from side to side” (Wolff 169). Thus he constructed a way to
ensure his art would convey a sense of deep space that ran across a horizontal plane. “His
primary ambition was to orchestrate pictorial rhythms in depth” (Adams 111).
From 1926 to 1935 Benton taught at the Art Students League. He became interested in
Mexican muralism under Diego Rivera and Jose Clemente Orozco and decided that he too “must
find walls” (Wolff 194) to share his vision. He said “the Mexican concern with publicly
significant meanings and with the pageant of Mexican national life corresponded perfectly with
what I had in mind for art in the United States.” (Wolff 202). Mexicans were responding to the
Mexican revolution and its reemphasis on its pre-Columbian past. Where would Benton find his
significant meaning and message? Benton studied the Significance of the Frontier in American
History by Frederick Jackson Turner. Turner contends that the actions and attitudes of the
pioneers on the frontier are responsible for shaping the American character. It would be a
surprise to no one, then, that his first attempt at creating a visual epic of American history would
begin with its pioneer period, a story reinforced during his childhood and formative years.
In the early twentieth century, the story of the Civil War was too raw and too recent of an
event to signify a national sense of identity, so there was a need for Benton to travel further back
in US history to its earlier origin stories of discovery and pioneering to unify a growing diverse
US population. (Benton also spent WWI in the US, but it was a subject that he wrote little on in
his autobiographies.) He found in the national stories of origin and identity of the US pioneers in
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the 1700’s the roots of the ideas of freedom in open, horizontal space he came to know and be
shaped by in Missouri and other localities where he had lived.

Fig. 24. Thomas Hart Benton. The American Historical Epic’s Chapter 1: Discovery, The Palisades, Aggression,
Prayer and Retribution. Oil on canvas. 1919-24. http://ericlanke.blogspot.com/2017/12/american-epics-edited-by-austenbarron.html

Chapter One in The American Historical Epic, a series of large mural canvases Benton
completed between 1919-24, focuses on the arrival of European settlers and the chronological
and inevitable conflict with the Native Americans (Figure 24). Benton wanted to “present a
people’s history” (Adams 129) that started with colonial pioneers and moved chronologically to
the present, an emphasis on linear time and its movement for the viewer. This was his first large
scale attempt to represent a history of the United States and, of course, that story for Benton
began with European pioneers and would have ended with the construction of New York City.
Benton said, “I believe I have wanted, more than anything else, to make pictures, the imagery of
which would carry unmistakably American meanings for Americans and for as many of them as
possible” (Wolff 7). Here we see Benton’s use of horizontal space with vast horizons
accentuated by the deep blue sky and ocean that pulls the viewer into its infinite background.
The background space is now a character within the painting instead of just a technique to
silhouette the large dynamic bodies like he did in his prior European period. The human figures
undulate in front of the ocean with their forms that also ripple, swell and surge.
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Fig. 25. Thomas Hart Benton. The American Historical Epic: Bootleggers. Egg tempera, oil and acrylic on canvas
mounted to aluminum panel. Reynolds House Museum of American Art, Winston Salem, NC. 1927. Art © T.H. Benton and R.P
Benton Testamentary Trusts/UMB Bank Trustee/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
https://www.reynoldahouse.org/collections/object/bootleggers

Benton laid out his design for the series of five chapters in multiple panels that moved
chronologically like a history reader from the settlement of the United States to his contemporary
time. As he traveled through the Midwest and the South, making sketches for his upcoming
murals, Benton referred to them as “maps of form” (Benton 59) in preparation for his choices of
representation for a national narrative. Only 18 of the 75 proposed paintings in the American
Historical Epic were completed but Bootleggers gives the viewer an idea of intended style and
compositions. It (Figure 25) featured a train cutting diagonally through the center of the space,
an airplane in motion while one is being loaded and every figure in the composition caught in
diagonal movement. While the sky is darkly menacing, the vivid colors and overlapping of
figures, objects and buildings created a sense of deep space in the dark background. The
electrical poles and wires reinforce the horizontal flow of the composition.
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The Chronotope in Benton’s Murals

Fig. 26. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: City Building, Steel and Coal. Egg tempera on canvas panel.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 1930-1. https://charlesmcquillen.com/thomas-hart-benton-america-today-englishlanguage-arts-lesson-plan/

In America Today (partially shown in Figure 26) Benton found a large space for his work
and began the first in a decades-long production of public murals that attempted to express a
shared sense of historical narrative and national identity based on agrarian, industrial and
recreational labor. Erika Doss said his paintings started to reveal his “concern with…communal
fellowship and common values that could unite the American people” (Wolff 180). The title of
the mural indicates that Benton’s idea of a common American identity was aimed at the future as
stylistically he chose to exclude the past abstract movements of Cubism and Synchronism and
moved towards more representational and narrative works.
Originally installed in the New School for Social Research in 1930 and 1931 at the
request of Alvin Johnson, its director, the mural is filled with many modes of transportation.
There are nine separate trains filling the backgrounds of the ten-panel mural along with two
steamships, a riverboat, four airplanes, a subway and a dirigible. The only direction that Benton
was given was to represent what he thought was the most influential thing happening in his
present times. Benton decided that technology, transportation in particular, was the answer to
this question. Benton thought, “We Americans are restless. Our history is mainly one of
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migrations. Those families are few who remain more than one generation in any locality…Men
moved before they took thought and under impulses that were not always those of economic
necessity” (Benton 65). Almost all of the figures have muscles bulging and straining under their
labor and they are bent diagonally as they move through the picture plane. Their actions on the
land, aided by multiple means of transportation, brought forth the progress of the nation, a
progress that always pointed to the future in terms of both space and time.
US national identity of the early twentieth century was equated with travel that is always
reflected by horizontal movement. In each panel, the technology provided all the figures and
objects with the means to move or to be moved through space horizontally. “The romance of
going—of going places that were far away and unknown and therefore full of the promise of
heaven” (Benton 70). Despite the US running out of virgin land on the home continent, its
decline of colonization in the Pacific and the reality of the limitations of spatial discovery and
travel, Benton felt that, even in his day, “The call of change and distance, for Americans, has not
been modified” (Benton 73). The long-term connection of movement through horizontal space
and linear time, bringing significant change with a sense of US national identity, cannot simply
be disconnected from the US psyche and its traditional representations of that national identity.
“The idea of distance was like a potent drug which injected into their souls the most glamorous
hopes” (Benton 69).
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Fig. 27. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: Instruments of Power. Egg tempera on canvas panel. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, NY. 1930-1. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/499559

One panel (Figure 27) is even devoid of human figures and devoted entirely to new and
developing technologies of movement and communication to emphasize their importance in US
progress. We see the steam train, an airplane, a dirigible, and a combustible engine surge out of
the center of the panel in multiple directions, all headed into the journey…the future. A metal
tower represents the emission of electrical energy across wide horizontal spaces, and a
hydroelectric dam with water gushing out shows further development in industrialization and
progress. These new instruments of power and industry represent the constant change and
innovation happening all across the United States in the early 20th century. America Today
might better be called “America Tomorrow” as these devices are all designed to encourage
American expansion. An infinite sky acts as the background to showcase his display of
important mechanisms.
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Fig. 28. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: Steel. Tempera on panel. Egg tempera on canvas panel. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, NY. 1930-1. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/499559

Within the panels, Benton included the Mississippi, Hudson, Alleghany and
Monongahela Rivers with their continuous flow and moving of goods that showed the progress
of capitalism. In the panel entitled Steel (Figure 28), Benton tried to show us all the aspects of
steel production in Pittsburg. Lloyd Goodrich described looking at America Today as similar to
the “sensation like that of looking out of the window of a train speeding through cities…and they
convey a sense of the restless, teeming, tumultuous life of this country, its wide range of
contrasts, and its epic proportions” (Adams 175). Justin Wolff described the figures in the
murals in America Today as having a “dynamic, swirling energy” (Wolff 6). The steel workers
here with their dramatic diagonal positions, overlapped bodies and their flexing muscles seem to
be trapped within the picture plane and yet ready to burst free at any moment.
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Charles Beard, one of the founders of the New School where Benton taught, described
the climate of the 20th century as a machine civilization that is “a dynamic one, which
continually transforms itself” (Adams 161). Even the Bessemer converter and the giant metal
ladle tilt diagonally and blast out fire as one burns away impurities and the other releases molten
metal. Benton wrote that he portrayed the “conditions under which history is made rather than
history itself” (Adams 270). Here he explicates his conscious attempt to create what he thought
was a picture of American history, society and identity. Benton’s vigorous forms continue
throughout his other panels of the city activities as well as his figures move through horizontal
space dancing, working, drinking, talking, etc. All of the figures throughout the canvases are the
contemporary versions of those pioneers cutting horizontally across the US in search of their
futures.

Fig. 29. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: Changing West. Egg tempera on panel. Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, NY. 1930-1. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/499559
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The theme of movement in open space sees time primarily in terms of the present and the
future, with little interest in the past. Wolff continues, “Benton intended for this dynamism to
symbolize the busy goings-on of America” (Wolff 228). Logging makes a path for amber waves
of grain that are maintained by modern grain elevators, tractors and combines. As we focus on
the formal elements of Benton’s panel, we see how he used multiple horizon lines at times
(Figure 29) to maintain a sense of horizontal perspective as the viewer’s eyes travel from one
panel to the next smoothly despite the frenetic movements of the figures and the interruption of
the architectural cornices imposed by the actual space of the room’s construction. We see The
Mechanics of Form Organization theory at work here as well as the sharp verticals of the
windmill, electrical towers, derricks and silos help us leap side to side while extending deeply
backwards and forwards in the separated spaces. Repetitive human forms and instruments mirror
the movement of the painted cornices, the movement of turbine engine to the right sweeps the
eye along the cornice. The saturated colors, especially that deep red shirt of Benton’s welder,
brings the figures and objects in the scene to the foreground. Paler skies that are in perpetual
sunrise or sunset mark the movement of time as we imagine the sun either rising or setting in a
few moments in the distant background, depicting a day either beginning or ending in the project
of creating the US, now and into the future. Benton speaks of the US’s fascination at the time
with novelty where “the new became synonymous with the better” (Benton 28). The new, of
course, is also synonymous with the future and what comes to be as we travel a road, ride a train
or sail a river’s current.
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Fig. 30. Thomas Hart Benton. The Arts of Life in America: Arts of the West. Egg tempera and oil glaze on linen. New
Britain Museum of American Art, 1932. Photo by Tammy Parks 2013.

Fig. 31. Thomas Hart Benton. The Arts of Life in America: Arts of the South. Egg tempera and oil glaze on linen. New
Britain Museum of American Art, 1932. Photo by Tammy Parks 2013.

Just one year later, Benton was commissioned to paint The Arts of Life in America for the
Whitney Museum Library. He did not have the constraints of cornices so he maintained a
singular continuous horizon line this time. The main criticism of his composition was focused
on the upper right corner of the Arts of the West (Figure 30) panel where he distorted the sense of
depth with a bronco-busting scene that feels awkward in relation to the rest of the painting as it
appears to be pasted on as an afterthought with no detectable linear perspective. This part of the
composition was disruptive and a distraction from the horizontal flow of the painting, taking
away from a collective understanding of life in the West that should include the deep horizontal
space of the Manifest Destiny. The bronco-busting scene was in contrast to all the other
elements of the mural. The horses, wranglers and dust looked like they have been plopped into
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the composition in contrast to all the other figures that flow and undulate back and forth,
overlapping in horizontal space.
With this particular panel, Benton also reinforced Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis that
frontiers shaped the American character, meaning and value. Space was further deepened as the
foreground of the painting seems even closer to the viewer as one is given a slightly higher than
eye-level perspective to look downwards on the table where the cowboys are playing cards, into
the soup bowl of the African-American child (Figure 31) and the piano player’s fingers on the
keys in the Arts of the City panel. In his American Historical Epic, canvases used as a source of
inspiration for his Whitney Museum and Indiana murals, Benton said, “I wanted to show that the
people’s behaviors, their action on the opening land, was the primary reality of American life”
(Wolff 182). In his The Arts of Life, the people moving along the land become a part of the
horizontal topology of the US identity.
Benton focused on the present primarily in this mural, but included a panel called Indian
Arts that he confessed was “an instance of romantic indulgence” (Bailly 160) as none of the
actions of the figures were based on any real encounters in his life but depended on stories and
stereotypes he had read only in novels. This image of past seems like an indulgent afterthought,
especially since he “imagines” their behaviors and actions that he deemed important for
revealing the character of American life. In all honesty, the panel could have been omitted as it
does not belong to the contemporary narrative on all the other panels.
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Fig. 32. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Indiana: Reformers and Squatters and Early Schools and Communities.
Tempera on canvas. Indiana University Auditorium, Bloomington, IN. 14’ x 230’. 1933. Photo by Cyndi Maitri 2015.

Benton moved on to the largest commission of his career by the state of Indiana that
would be displayed in the 1933 Chicago’s World Fair. Benton wanted to reveal the chronology
of Indiana’s cultural and industrial progress. While he focused on Indiana and not the entire US,
he still depended on deep horizontal space and a linear evolution and unveiling of time for this
Midwestern narrative. The particular history and imagery of the state of Indiana easily could be
used as an analogy for the universal narrative of the United States.
His lateral extension using multiple vertical poles that he developed in his Mechanics of
Form Organization was perhaps best illustrated in the Social History of Indiana murals (Figure
32) where Benton used trees, monuments, telephone poles, smoke stacks and church steeples to
allow the eyes to move while maintaining horizontal space. He presented a single, unified flow
and “space became time as history flowed onward like a great river” (Adams 205). This mural
included the past as subject matter, but its presentation as a continuous 230-foot horizontal
progression emphasized its linear understanding of history with its narrative culminating in the
progress of industrial and social modernity. His preparatory sketches for the mural contained
date notations in the margins to assure that events followed a chronological sequence (Foster
146). One viewer described the experience of seeing it as “being swept along intellectually and
emotionally by a magnificent, rapidly changing motion picture” (Foster, Kathleen 84). It could
be argued that his preparatory sketches and models are comparable to story boarding a film in his
attempt to create a sequential panorama, moving progressively through American history.
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Fig. 33. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Indiana: Home Industry and Internal Improvements. Tempera on
canvas. Indiana University Auditorium, Bloomington, IN. 14’ x 230’. 1933. Photo by Cyndi Maitri 2015.

The long horizontal bands of gradating color making up the sky, darker at the top and
getting lighter towards the bottom, reinforced a longitudinal movement along the painting
(Figure 33). Benton used pronounced diagonals in the foreground like the movement of the
pioneers plowing across the land and a keel boatman pushing with his long pole to bring the
viewers eyes back to the horizon again and again. The two-sides were held together because the
light for the entire mural comes from the East, from the exit door, from tomorrow, from the
future, from the next sunrise.
The Social History of Indiana consisted of two themes, “Industrial Progress” and
“Cultural Progress” that balanced each other out as they run on opposite sides of the room. Each
side began with scenes of the Algonquian Indians, who are quickly displaced and/or converted
by Old World pioneers and settlers who are clearing the land. The American identity could
always be found progressing toward the future with all its technological advances. Benton’s
composition revealed his belief that history was not a “succession of events but a continuous
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flow of action” (Foster, Kathleen 17). The importance of cutting through horizontal space was
symbolized by multiple modes of transportation such as a raft, barge, steamboat, carriages,
wagons, cars, trains and airplanes.
The theme behind the Chicago World’s Fair was progress. The mural underscored this
progress by revealing how the actions of pioneers in settling the state through their actions and
work eventually lead to the (then current audience’s) present-day progress and character in the
contemporary life of the ordinary citizen. Thomas Hibben’s poem Dedication was posted over
the entrance to the Indiana Hall in Chicago and it reminded all the participants how “the sweat of
the pioneer is salt in the bread we daily eat” (Foster, Kathleen 153). Our pioneer past was ever a
part of our current identities.
It is interesting to note that shortly after the completion of this mural, the scandal and
destruction of Diego Rivera’s RCA mural by John D. Rockefeller occurred. Benton, in a lecture
to the John Reed Club in 1934 said “…I have no time to enter into affairs concerning him
(Rivera), because I am intensely interested in the development of an art which is of, and
adequately represents, the United States—my own art” (Adams 227). Benton makes a point to
separate his narrative from that of Rivera. Benton regarded his use of the forms of horizontal
space and linear time to be the genuine way to represent the US identity and story. We shall see
how Rivera used the forms of vertical space and cyclical time to identify a Mexican national
identity in his homeland in the next chapter.

Fig. 34. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Missouri. Fresco on panel. The House Lounge in the State Capitol of
Missouri, Jefferson City, MO. 1936.
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In 1935, Benton joined the faculty of the Kansas City Art Institute. He was later
commissioned by the administration of Jefferson City to create a mural that reflected social
history as the theme for the House Lounge in the State Capitol. The three main sections were
divided into: Pioneer Days and Early Settlers; Politics, Farming and Law in Missouri; and St.
Louis and Kansas City. Benton’s theme, though, could be summarized in two words: Manifest
Destiny. In the Social History of Missouri mural, Benton once again used steeples, chimneys,
windmills, and trees (Figure 34) that stick up slightly to move the viewer’s eyes horizontally
through the space of the murals. “The eye can never rest on a single object but is always
forcefully pushed through the composition, jumping from one object to another, not only racing
over the surface but penetrating deeply into the pictorial space…by creating an atmosphere of
energy and power that somehow corresponds to the energy of a vast continent” (Adams 262).
The gradient of darker blue skies at the upper edges of the walls that get lighter as the eye flows
downward to the horizon emphasizes the deep space of the composition. The land appears to go
outward and onward forever.
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Fig. 35. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Missouri: Pioneer Days and Early Settlers. Fresco on panel. The
House Lounge in the State Capitol of Missouri, Jefferson City, MO. 1936. https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/thomashart-benton-social-history-1784762181

The Missouri River ran through the background of the mural, its flow mimicking a linear
movement of time with the raft, keelboat and steamboat. Benton included the imagery of Huck
and Jim in this mural (Figure 35), the river offering freedom for not only the story characters and
the viewers but also even the artist himself, who took off on long adventures that could last up to
five months at a time. Many critics classified Benton as a regional painter, but his life and work
were filled with wanderings in body and mind in search of America and an American identity.
Isn’t it ironic that that this gypsy, wanderer and nomad still is referred to as a regional painter
today? Our recovery of Benton’s compositions should include identifying how he is using the
local and the particular to denote the US national character. His particular experiences of
growing up in Missouri and his own adventures around the US were utilized in the panel to
narrate the idea of a modern day adventurer, the inheritance of the pioneer days. He was not
limited to an inward-focused representation of his region but was working outward towards a
more universal understanding of national identity.

150

Fig. 36. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Missouri: Politics, Farming and Law in Missouri. Egg tempera on
panel. The House Lounge in the State Capitol of Missouri, Jefferson City, MO. 1936.

In the Social History of Missouri, there was a deeper sense of space than prior murals as
his figures were located lower in the frame (Figure 36), allowing the horizon and river to play a
larger role. Some of the figures break out of their frames and extend into other panels as if they
could break through the surface of the panel as well. Once again the viewer is lifted a bit off the
ground to allow eyes to sweep through the towns and landscapes as a panoramic whole rather
than moving from vignettes or smaller scenes as detectable in prior murals. Many figures
present their backs to the viewer and illustrate the ease of walking right into the deep, pictorial
space. It should be noted too that the linear narrative of the mural began on the north wall with
the arrival of pioneers and ended on the south wall in the present with the development of the
largest cities in Missouri. In this 360 degrees’ panorama, the viewer spins clockwise to see the
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linear movement in time and the progress of the state. The progress of the south wall was again
equated with the newest technologies.

Fig. 37. Thomas Hart Benton. Achelous and Hercules. 63” x 264”. Tempera and oil on canvas mounted on plywood.
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, DC. 1947. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/achelous-and-hercules-1910

After teaching art at the Kansas City Art Institute from 1935-41 and later concentrating
on a series of drawings and paintings about WWII, Benton was commissioned to make a mural
for Harzfeld’s clothing store in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1947. He chose the mythological story
of Achelous, who ruled the rivers, and of Hercules. During the flood season, Achelous
transformed into a bull. The bull symbolized a river in the panel, providing an analogy for the
importance of the river in the development of Kansas City and Benton’s vision (Broun) as
Hercules became a symbol for the damming and controlling of the river by residents. Figures
were not as vigorous as in his previous murals. Insight into the change in his human figures and
the form they take may be found in Benton’s criticism of Jackson Pollock. When describing
Pollock’s work, Benton said, “It’s the emptiness of a person looking into himself all the time.
But the objective world is always rich: there is always something around the next bend of the
river” (Adams 336). Here Benton described his belief in the redemption of horizontal space, the
promise of a new beginning, an old and ever recurring theme in US life and thought. Benton’s
need for deep space might have led to the growing absence of energetic figures in his paintings.
In Achelous and Hercules (Figure 37), the figures lose their dynamic sense of motion and began
to flow with the lay of the landscape. “People began to be an accessory and the natural world my
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dominant theme” (Benton 327). Benton’s work became ever more allegorical, perhaps revisiting
the calmer figures of Vedder’s that he came across in the Library of Congress. The difference,
of course, is that here the land was the primary, energetic figure now for Benton instead of the
figures.

Fig. 38. Thomas Hart Benton. Independence and the Opening of the West. Polymer tempera on canvas. Harry S.
Truman Library in Independence, MO. 1960-1. https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/education/lesson-plans/independence-andopening-west-thomas-hart-benton

In 1960 after another decade, Benton began his mural Independence and the Opening of
the West at the Truman Library (Figure 38). This mural covered 30 years of the history of
westward expansion from 1817-1847 and focused on the Oregon and Santa Fe Trail. The large
opening from the library into multiple rooms and multiple vanishing points required Benton to
create an arching landscape that (Benton 357) maintained the horizon and deep space and places
the pioneers at the apex with all the figures flowing along mimicking the landscape. Once again
the figures were less dynamic as the land and sky became primary characters in the mural.
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Fig. 39. Thomas Hart Benton. Lewis and Clark at Eagle Rock. Polymer tempera on canvas. 31” x 38”. National Gallery
of Art, Washington, DC. 1967.

In 1965 at the age of 76, Benton accompanied the Army Corps of Engineers on a three
week trip that followed the route of Lewis and Clark’s expedition up the Missouri via boats and a
station wagon from Omaha to Three Forks (Wernick). Benton spent most of the 1,700-mile trip
sketching and he paid particular attention to the places featured in Karl Bodmer’s aquatints
painted a century earlier. Benton painted the Lewis and Clark at Eagle Creek (Figure 39) a few
years later. This was a large canvas similar to the sizes he used to create when he started his
American Historical Epic series. This was not a commissioned work like the others to expressly
represent the American character, but it does reveal Benton’s continued preoccupation with the
idea of the journey, the movement towards what the future will bring through open space.
Unlike Bodnar’s view from the boat on the river, Benton lifts us up onto the sky as if we were in
an airplane so the eye can reach out to the great horizon that ebbs into a soft and misty infinity.
Space literally and visually triumphs over the human form and any sense of time. The landscape
vibrates as movement through open space is the subject of this canvas as the hills, valleys and
mountains take on the undulating muscularity and movement that characterized his human
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forms. The land is a horizontal mass of colored layer upon colored layer. Progress here was
implied in the present journey and its unidentified but implied arrival at their destination and
future along the winding river that disappears into the distance. One can see the legacy of the
spider of Whitman’s poem in Benton’s painting with its oceans of space and search for
fulfillment in the vastness of potential freedom.
The slower moving figures and emphasis on the land remind us of the Hudson River
School. When one googles the phrase ‘US national art,” the first page is filled primarily with
images of Bierstadt, Church and Cole. Here, we see how those artists chose to focus on the sheer
monumentality of the landscape with tiny or non-existent people to express their feelings of the
US as a land dominated by deep space. Benton returned to this theme finally, to the land with its
deep horizons that offer us all a promise of a future.
In the next chapter, I will show how Diego Rivera utilized the exact opposite forms of
space and time to visualize his understanding of Mexican national identity.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A Case Study of Diego Rivera

The noble work of our race, down to its most insignificant spiritual and physical expressions, is
native (and essentially Indian) in origin.
--David A. Siqueiros, A Declaration of Social, Political and Aesthetic Principles (Harrison, 406)

In order to ascertain the importance of and interest in national identity and a Mexican
origin story in the life and work of Diego Rivera, it is necessary to situate Diego Rivera in the
timeline of Mexican history and events to see how he devised visual forms to communicate his
account of the imagined community of Mexico’s narratives and identity. We begin with his own
words: “When art is true, it is one with nature. This is the secret of primitive art and also of the
art of the masters—Michelangelo, Cezanne, Seurat and Renoir. The secret of my best work is
that it is Mexican” (Rivera, March 31). Rivera’s historical context, the nature of his life, his
conception of Mexico’s origins and his life in nature molded his chronotope of national Mexican
identity: vertical space and cyclical time.

Rivera’s Childhood and Formative Years
Diego Rivera was born in 1886 when Mexico still was under the 30-year reign of Porfírio
Díaz, considered by most of those inside and outside of Mexico to be an oppressive and
suppressive dictatorship (Souter 12) with Eurocentric leanings both culturally and politically.
The government’s corrupt methods and disinterest in the poor was stimulating a growing dissent
and revolutionary stirrings. Whereas the United States was recovering from their Civil War,
Mexicans were climbing towards theirs which would last twice as long as the US’s. The wake of
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this decade-long civil war would leave its citizenry to recover financially and politically, and to
attempt to build a new identity as a Mexican people. This was made especially complicated by
the fact that a large number of that citizenry was illiterate.
The reality of Rivera’s parentage and grand-parentage is difficult to ascertain because of
the stories that the artist embellished to present himself as a man sprung from a revolutionary
ancestry. In his cyclical view of life, the past is ever with us, and, therefore, ever evolving.
Rivera would continually reinvent his past, claiming that his father, Anastasio, fought in Juarez
and died in 1858 (at the age of 65) fighting in the War of Reform (Marnham 21). The reality is
that he was a Spanish immigrant who invested in a silver mine that eventually failed. Rivera’s
father identified with the liberal party in direct opposition to Diaz’s regime, but he maintained a
position in the ministry of health as public health inspector in Mexico City after spending much
of his life as a schoolteacher. Diego’s father was not political and he was also not working
subversively against the Diaz regime as Rivera claimed in his writings.

Fig.40. William Henry Jackson. Photo of Guanajuato, Mexico. Circa 1890’s. (Courtesy of LOC)
http://thepeoplesguidetomexico.com/historical-photograph-of-the-week-guanajuato/ Accessed October 10, 2018.
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Rivera began his autobiography describing his hometown of Guanajato, Mexico (Figure
40) as a narrow valley surrounded by steep mountains and hillsides with winding stairways and
outlets (Rivera, March 1). Within the mining town, a highway was built and then roofed over so
that the “roof is the floor of the town” (Marnham 5), and through the shafts of the roof the trees
grow outward towards the sky. Underground alleys and tunnels were dug through the many
mountains to make the city more navigable while maintaining its vertical stature. Some of the
city’s narrow alleys still are impassible to cars to this day due to the vertical nature of the city
that compresses its streets.
The Guanajuatans built catacombs along the hillsides, and as they reached maximum
capacity the town leaders decided to make more room by taking out the bodies they had
mummified and displaying them in a gallery in the local municipal museum (Marnham 7).
Rivera and the other citizens of Guanajuato literally could view their ancestors and their pasts on
a daily basis. This was apropos to Rivera’s life since his twin, Carlos, died at the age of two, and
it was common to make elaborate preparations for the display of dead children and memorialize
them every year on Dia de Los Angelitos (Day of the Little Angels) which takes place the day
before the Day of the Dead.

Fig. 41. Diego Rivera. Train Drawing at the age of 3. Pencil on Paper. 1889. Collection of Frida Kahlo Memorial
Museum, Coyoacan, Mexico.
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The earliest preserved drawing of Rivera’s is at the age of three (Figure 41) when he
drew a railway locomotive (Marnham 30). Rivera began his formal studies in art at the
Academy of San Carlos in Mexico City at the age of ten when his family moved to the capital.
The trip to Mexico City from Guanajuato by train gives a passenger a view of a ring of
volcanoes. Their towering points create a ragged outline against the sky. Reaching the high
plateau, Octavio Paz described the view and experience as “man feels himself suspended
between heaven and earth” (Marnham 33). Mexico City is located in the valley of a high plateau
and surrounded by mountains and volcanoes. Two of the tallest mountains in Mexico,
Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl, are less than 50 miles from the capital and stand permanently in
the background with their snow-capped countenances. Mexico City lies at the base of a
mythological conjoining of two mountains that stand guard over it. Rivera’s outward journey to
Mexico City was marked by the verticality of the terrain as he climbed upwards to his
destination.
The family home was one block away from the Zócalo, the colonial center of the capital
built on top of the original site of Tenochtilan, the center of the Aztec Empire. Cortés used the
stones from the destroyed Aztec buildings to create his new city dominated by the tall cathedral
and palace. Beneath the colonial city lies the remains of its past. The square is enclosed by
buildings on all four sides, and one’s eyes travel higher up the buildings to reach the mountains
that enclose the city.
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Fig. 42. Diego Rivera. Landscape, Oil on Canvas. 70 x 55cm. Guadelupe Rivera de Irtube Collection. 1896-7.
https://poulwebb.blogspot.com/2011/08/diego-rivera-part-1.html?m=0

In one of his earliest landscapes (Figure 42), Rivera places the mountain at the center of
the composition like the manifestation of a natural pyramid. There is an overall flatness to the
work as the dark figures blend in with the dark foreground vegetation of the painting. The
humans are a shadow of the mountain in a painting that lacks a middle ground. The flattening
continues throughout the painting as the gradation of the sky mimics the gradation of the
mountain to the bottomland.

Rivera’s Art Education and Travels

Fig. 43. Jose Guadalupe Posada. Calavera Oaxaquena Number 1. Relief Etching. Amon Carter Museum of American
Art, Fort Worth, Texas. 1910. Photo from Library of Congress. http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsc.03455/.
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Jose Guadalupe Posada’s print shop was located a block away from the art school, the
Academy of San Carlos, and Rivera acknowledged the influence of Posada’s broadsheets in his
future art (Souter 20). Here (Figure 43) Posada printed, in a rough translation of the title, a
heap/mass of Oaxacan skeletons with a charro, or well-dressed horseman, slashing through the
crowd and adding to the carnage. Posada satirized the upper class throughout the Porfírio Díaz
regime that he considered to be associated with the repressive government. This print lacks
depth as figures are overlapped in a seemingly infinite number of skeletons and it has no
distinguishable horizon or landscape of any kind. Skulls comprise the foreground and become
the very surface upon which the figures walk. The vertical dominance of the piece is created by
the placement of heads/skulls on top of one another, compressing the space upwards to the
heavens. The calavera (skeleton) would become synonymous with Day of the Dead celebrations
in Mexico after Posada’s death.
Most importantly for Rivera, perhaps, was Posada’s emphasis on the common people of
Mexico and their daily life of songs, dances and rituals. Posada’s engravings revealed the
political, social and economic struggles of the working people while allowing those same people
to understand his work by using folk images and symbols that were familiar to them. His use of
printmaking also allowed Posada to disseminate his art and ideas economically to a wide public
as this was important for his political messages.
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Fig. 44. Diego Rivera. View of the Snow-capped Mountain Citlaltepetl. Oil on canvas, 1906. Collection of Frida Kahlo
Memorial Museum, Coyoacan.

During Rivera’s studies at the Academy of San Carlos he took courses with Dr. Atl who
recognized his talent and organized his first solo show in Mexico City. Dr. Atl also shared his
belief in the importance of the local landscape in modern Mexican painting. In spite of precise
aerial perspective that should create a deep sense of space, there is a distinct vertical thrust of
Rivera’s painting View of the Snow-capped Mountain Citlaltepetl (Figure 44) where all the trees
and shrubs are created with vertical strokes. The triangular composition of the mountain is
reinforced by the subtle triangles that are created by the middle ground and foreground. Our
destination is the peak of that mountain. With the proceeds from his solo show, Rivera was able
financially to study abroad (Charlot 17).
In 1907, Rivera left Mexico and traveled to Europe and studied art in Spain, Paris and
Italy. Leaving from Veracruz, the port that Cortes entered to begin his conquest, his journey was
like a “reverse Cortes” (Marnham 53) as he left the New World and returned to the Old World.
In Spain, Rivera started to read his first anarchist tracts and pamphlets as well as an annotated
version of Marx’s El Capital (Wolfe 54). He also traveled through France, Belgium, Holland
and England.
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Fig. 45. Diego Rivera. Los Viejos (The Old Ones.) Oil on canvas. 1912. From the collection of Museo Dolores
Olmedo. https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/en-las-afueras-de-toledo-los-viejos/gAEgX-ZNjjlchQ?hl=es

Most of Rivera’s time in Europe was spent experimenting with cubism and more modern
techniques. Perhaps the most influential time in Rivera’s period in Spain was the months he
spent in Toledo. For many years he wrestled with modern styles, especially cubism. By the time
he painted The Old Ones (Figure 45), his renewed interest in realism and figurative art became
apparent; his figures of common men and women in a Toledo landscape rise upwards. The
background feels like soft geometric planes, comparable to some landscapes of Cezanne. The
flatter dancing figures, looking like a similar and dressed version of Matisse’s Joy of Life
dancers, and appear almost pasted onto the background of the mountain in contrast with the three
sculptural figures in the foreground. Rivera seems to be wrestling between deep and shallow
spaces. Overall, the painting has a vertical sweep as the diagonal road leads us up the canvas to
the chapel at the top of the hillside.
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Fig. 46. Diego Rivera. Landscape of Toledo. Oil on canvas, 1912. National Institute of Fine Arts, Mexico City. Photo
courtesy of www.DiegoRivera.org. https://www.diegorivera.org/view-of-toledo.jsp

The influence of Cezanne’s Mount Sainte-Victoire and his horizontal geometric patterns
is evident in Rivera’s Landscape of Toledo (Figure 46). Toledo is a labyrinth of streets and
buildings that climb up from the riverbanks of the Rio Tajo. The river seems to float on top of
the riverbank that the viewer is standing upon. There is a sharp, vertical movement to the
Rivera’s composition that is reminiscent of the vertigo-inducing city of Guanajuato, the artist’s
city of birth. Located from a perspective at the bottom of the mountain, there is only an upward
flow as the mountain dominates the view.
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Fig. 47. Diego Rivera. Zapatista Landscape. Oil on canvas. 144 x 123cm. Museo Nacional del Arte, Mexico City.
1915. . Photo courtesy of www.DiegoRivera.org. https://www.diegorivera.org/zapatista-landscape.jsp.

In 1910, when Rivera was 24 years old, the Mexican Revolution began and lasted for a
decade of violence, insecurity and a series of disposable dictators. While he was established in
Paris and an ocean away from the Mexican violence and changes occurring in Mexico, Rivera
would have been able to receive basic information about the war and would have learned of
Porfirio Diaz’s death in 1915. WWI was in Rivera’s European purview for four years bringing
the violence, sickness and hunger that came with that savage warfare. The Russian Revolution
erupted on the continent as well, bringing to mind the many dramatic changes and events taking
place back in his own homeland. It is evident that the Mexican Revolution was on his mind in
his cubist version of a Mexican guerilla fighter (Figure 47) even though he was over five
thousand miles away.
The Mexican serape with its indigenous designs stands out distinctively in the
composition. Rivera was immersed in the Cubist style that dominated the modern artists in
Western Europe, but he was not able to completely shatter the composition of overlapping
elements into pure geometry as he maintains recognizable subjects/objects to preserve the
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narrative nature of the painting. In the Zapatista Landscape, the mountain stands in the shallow
background of overlapping cubist mountains to establish the Mexican geography. The guerilla
mimics the pyramidal shape of the mountain behind it. It can be argued that the cubist desire to
flatten the picture plane is retained to a degree in Rivera’s work throughout the rest of his life
with his lack of attention to delineated backgrounds. Rivera himself referred many times to
cubism as “a passage” (Marnham 131) in his art.
Another influential time in Rivera’s life came in 1916 when he became familiar with the
lectures of Elie Faure who would eventually write a History of Art. Faure argued that a “new
collective period would be born in the 20th century” and he saw cubism “with its geometric
references, to be confirmation that architecture was exercising a growing influence over
painting” (Marnham 144). In this new collective form of art making, the mural was the new,
progressive, public art form. Prior collectives dated back to the Medieval and Pre-Columbian
periods.

Fig. 48. Diego Rivera. Page from the artist’s Italian sketchbook, with a study of scaffolding used to paint murals.
Pencil on paper, 6 3/16 x 8 ½” Martin Charlot Collection, 1921. Banco de Mexico Diego Rivera & Frida Kahlo Museums Trust,
Mexico, D.F./Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Photograph courtesy of Martin Charlot.
https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2011/rivera/mobile/chronology.html
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In 1920, Rivera finally made his way to Italy to study the Quattrocento and fresco
painting. “It was the impact of the Russian Revolution upon him that extricated him at last from
the maze of aesthetic experiment on Montparnasse, that sent him wandering down the Italian
peninsula to feed his eyes on fresco-covered walls” (Wolfe 236). Rivera was certain that
“architecture was the art of the future and fresco its adornment” (Marnham, 150). He studied the
murals of Masaccio, Giotto, Uccello, Cavallini and Raphael, internalizing the collective Italian
spirit of the works in order to return to Mexico and paint the Mexican spirit.
“The artist Diego Rivera was born at the age of thirty-four in December 1920 in a small
chapel in Italy. He was standing in front of a fresco by the Renaissance master Masaccio.
But he was not looking at the painting. His attention had turned to a muralist’s scaffold
by his side. It was a wooden pyramid, five ascending platforms, connected by ladders
and mounted on wheels. Rivera immediately made a detailed sketch of the platform”
(Marnham 17) (Figure 48).

Fig. 49. Transfiguration. Mosaic. Basilica of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, apse with Christ and flock of sheep, Ravenna,
Italy, 6th c. https://www.christianiconography.info/Edited%20in%202013/Italy/transfigurationClase.html. Photographed at the
basilica by Richard Stracke, shared under Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike license.

Along the way, Rivera was fascinated with and made many studies of Etruscan tombs
that looked like small “pyramidal-shaped mountains” across the landscape according to D.H
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Lawrence in his travels (Lawrence). Rivera also spent time studying the Byzantine art in Italy,
especially the mosaics in Sant’Apollinare in Ravenna (Figure 49). The apse features a Byzantine
depiction of the Transfiguration. In this moment the past, present and future are all present.
“More specifically, the apse depicts not just the historical event of Christ’s Transfiguration, but
also the present Eucharist and the Kingdom which is to come” (Hart). There is an overall
flatness to the garden and sky as all the figures and vegetation are placed side-by side with just a
few things overlapping. There is a minimal attempt to sculpt figures in the round, but the figures
and objects do not throw shadows. The stacking of figures and objects on top of one another
creates a sweeping vertical movement up to the flat golden sky. Vertical space and cyclical time
dominate in this Byzantine composition.
After studying fresco painting in Italy for a little over a year and a half, Rivera’s trip
home in 1921 culminated in a train ride from Veracruz to Mexico City soaring upwards over
twelve thousand feet. Soon after he arrived he participated in a new government program of
mural painting planned by Jose Vasconcelos, the secretary of education, and joined the Mexican
Communist Party. The new educational reform movement focused on recovering the indigenous
history of the Mexican people that had been filtered primarily through colonial Spanish
historians and politicians. Rivera, the communist, had an affinity for murals because of their
accessibility to the public. His Italian travels had cemented his belief that he had the answer to
satisfy the Mexican peoples’ “need of a popular art capable of nourishing the masses
aesthetically, of reforming their taste, of telling them a story as moving as that of the medieval
church, of giving birth to a social-monumental painting” (Wolfe 360). There was an emphasis
on working collectively among the muralists in Mexico, who had not done so since the medieval
period with its vertical and shallow supernatural compositions.
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Fig. 50. Diego Rivera. Balcony in Yucatan. Oil on paper. 24 x 18.3.” 1921. http://www.artnet.com/artists/diegorivera/balc%C3%B3n-de-yucat%C3%A1n-hOM6v1UhUz_jEYzxtUfoww2. Accessed on August 22, 2019.

In preparation for his murals, Vasconcelos, Rivera and two other painters journeyed to
the Yucatan Peninsula to study indigenous art around Uxmal and Chichen Itza (Souter 9) and to
collect crafts that could be used as examples for their new national murals. One of the paintings
that came out of Rivera’s stay was Balcony in Yucatan (Figure 50). His colors reflected the more
natural palette of Pre-Columbian artists. The figures of the two women and baby, rounded like
the Pre-Columbian sculptures he would collect, fit into the vertical frame of the balcony almost
like part of the stone facing of the architecture. The dark shadowy interior flattens the painting
and almost seems to meld into the hair of the women as they are enveloped into the architectural
shadow. Prior to his return to Mexico, Rivera’s style was more of an amalgamation of
appropriated techniques from contemporary European art. From this work on, we can recognize
a distinctive kind of vertical space and cyclical time that formed his chronotope of national
identity.

169

The Chronotope of Rivera’s Murals

Fig. 51. Diego Rivera. Creation. Encaustic and gold leaf. 23’ 2 ¾” x 40’. Anfiteatro Bolivar, Escuela Nacional
Preparatoria, Mexico City. 1922-23. Photo courtesy of www.DiegoRivera.org. https://www.diegorivera.org/creation.jsp

In his first state-sponsored mural, Rivera chose the creation of the arts and sciences as his
theme. This allegorical mural depends heavily on the Italian Quattrocento with its gilded halos,
posed bodies and Catholic imagery although he decided to utilize an encaustic technique. Rivera
and Vasconcelos believed in an evolution of races that make the mestizo the future and true
identity of Mexico, a way of recovering their indigenous history while maintaining their
European influences (Figure 51). He paints all the races to show how they had “entered the
Mexican bloodstream, from the autochthonous Indian to the present day, half-breed Spanish
Indian” (Marnham 163). The most interesting part of the mural is in the center with the tree of
life with man and animals emerging from the dense backdrop of jungle, the birth of the new
Mexico and the new Mexican people. Rivera would need to lose the religious imagery and the
golden iconic techniques of the 1400’s, and replace it with the colors and styles of the indigenous
masses and iconography.

170

Fig. 52. Diego Rivera. Bather of Tehuantepec. Oil on canvas. 1923. Photo courtesy of www.diegorivera.org.
https://www.diegorivera.org/bather-of-tehuantepec.jsp copyright 2010.

Rivera was frustrated both by his experimental technique of encaustic over fresco and
how the overall feeling of the painting of Creation was European and abstract instead of
Mexican and clearly understandable to its mestizo citizens. These techniques and images were
unacceptable to his goal of emphasizing the indigenous history of Mexico, so he needed to find a
way of expressing himself so that his citizens could recognize and identify with his stories and
style. Rivera officially joined the Communist Party in 1922. Marxist ideals increased his
urgency to communicate his vision to his people. Rivera’s style consequently had to evolve to
successfully narrate his new Mexican narrative. He spent a few months in Tehuantepec in
Oaxaca studying indigenous art again and painted the Bathers of Tehuantepec (Figure 52). Here
Rivera introduces the nude, mestizo figure as a primary element into his paintings rather than just
an obligatory use of religious imagery like Adam and Eve. The painting is a “fusion of animal,
mineral and vegetable—of stream, plants and bather” (Marnham 166). The absence of an
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identifiable background creates an “anywhereness” to the painting that unites all the indigenous
areas under one canvas. This experience is what led Rivera to return to the Creation (Figure 55)
mural and add the tropical leaves to the center of the mural, creating an alive and distinctive
section that looks completely different from the rest of the piece.
From 1923-28, Rivera painted his mural series of 124 paintings on the walls of the two
inner courtyards of the Ministry of Public Education. This time Rivera adopted a fresco
technique that his assistant recalled his own father using as a house painter. This stucco mixture
was supposed to be similar to the mixtures used by the Aztecs at Teotihuacan, allowing the artist
to connect with his Pre-Columbian predecessors through the use of the very material going on
the walls (Marnham 170). Rivera quickly abandoned this mixture when it proved unreliable and
unstable. Following this challenge, Rivera researched and used a more traditional Quattrocento
technique instead with buen fresco. Alongside his search for the appropriate medium, Rivera
was consciously looking for the appropriate narratives and representations in art to share the
national identity of Mexico. He wrote that an artist is “an apparatus born to be a receiver,
condenser, transmitter and reflector of the aspirations and hopes of the times” (Rivera, Illustrious
191).
Around this time, he and other artists in the city formed a union called the Revolutionary
Union of Technical Workers, Painters, Sculptors and Allied Trades. The union sponsored a
newspaper in 1924 called The Machete, where the Marxist group’s ideologies were published.
Rivera contributed to this paper throughout his time painting in the Ministry. The paper’s
manifesto heralded a new holy trinity of “soldiers, farmers and workers—as the essence of
revolutionary power” (Azuela 86). These are the primary figures featured all throughout his
Education Ministry murals. The Union also committed to acknowledging the importance of their
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indigenous history and identity in the creation of their work as noted from Siqueiros’ testament
as the president of the syndicate at the beginning of this chapter.

Fig. 53. Diego Rivera. Labor Courtyard: The Trench. Ministry of Education, Fresco on wall, Mexico City, Mexico.
1923-8. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Fig. 54. Diego Rivera. Fiesta Courtyard: Festival of Corn. Ministry of Education, Fresco on wall, Mexico City,
Mexico. 1923-8. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

The Ministry series was divided into two themes: the Court of Labor that illustrated
artisanal, industrial and agricultural work, and the Court of Fiesta that focused on folklore and
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celebrations (Rivera, March 79). Rivera was consciously interested in being a conduit of
national identity and using a “pictorial text” (Helms 136) to communicate a recovered origin
story as indicated by the words written on a painted ribbon that connects the main panels on the
3rd level of the Court of Fiestas: “what is universal only becomes so when it is profoundly
particular” (Helms 123). Rivera’s search for some particular artistic representation of Mexican
identity was located within the verticalness of his picture plane as he related the vertical concept
of space, the pyramid and/or mountain of its origins, to the Mexican character. The particular
forms of Rivera’s figures (Figures 53 & 54) appear crowded in their vertical niches, seemingly
stacked on top of one another with no visible horizon lines. The soldiers and the campesinos
with the ceremonial corn effigy mimic the looming mountains in each shallow background. The
Festival of Corn is a two-week long celebration that ends on August 15, the day that also
celebrates the Assumption of the Virgin, an ending and a beginning united synbolically. On this
day Mary and maize are both venerated, paying heed to Mexico’s Aztec past and its Christian
present. Rivera’s Mexican identity and chronotope has a vertical and cyclical transcendence.
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Fig. 55. Diego Rivera. Fiesta Courtyard: Day of the Dead-City Celebration. 417 x 375cm. Fresco on wall, Ministry of
Education. Mexico City, Mexico. 1923-8. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

In his Day of the Dead mural (Figure 55), Rivera once again created a shallow depth of
field where the figures below seem to slowly climb upwards in a compressed sea of faces to
reveal the hovering, flat skeleton hangings. The wall hanging also blocks over two thirds of the
fresco’s background, requiring us to look upwards as it allows us only a limited view of the
town’s architecture and scenery. The living and the dead, past and present, commune as one in
the festival as the souls of the departed are invited back to visit and celebrate, and are represented
by the skull masks and skeleton decorations. By focusing on this particular holiday celebration,
Rivera pays homage to Aztec history and influence since the contemporary celebration originates
from the Aztec use of skulls in their rituals in which they believed the dead came back to visit
each autumn in a cyclical understanding of time. The ninth month of the year was dedicated to
the memory of dead children, and the tenth month of the Aztec year was dedicated to the
memory of dead adults. This holiday is considered more of a reunion than a party (Marnham 9).
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Fig. 56. Diego Rivera. The Abundant Earth: The Liberated Earth with Natural Forces Controlled by Man. 22’ 8 7/16”
x 19’ 17 7/16”. Fresco on wall. Universidad Autonomía, Chapingo, Mexico, D.F. 1925-7. 2011 Banco de Mexico, Diego Rivera
& Frida Kahlo Museums Trust, (ARS) New York. Photograph by Schalkwijk/Art Resource, New York.
https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2011/rivera/mobile/chronology.html

Rivera spent the next few years creating an agrarian-based series of murals called The
Abundant Earth in the chapel of the Universidad Autonomía, an agricultural college in Chapingo
where his chronotope is evident. Here he painted the “evolution of the earth, germination,
growth, florescence, fruition of plants and symbolic parallels in the evolution of society” (Wolfe
2019). Rivera’s emphasis on the cyclical nature of time can be seen in the four seasons of the
year anthropomorphized through the images of four women. Here we see the recurrent cycle in
the life of the land and its seasonal production of sowing, growing, harvesting and hibernation.
Rivera’s figures (Figure 56) are in repose or seem to pause in their labors, posing for the viewer.
The liberated earth in the form of a reclining nude woman, a body modeled after Rivera’s own
mestizo lover at the time, blends in, both in position and color, to the mountain behind her, and
only a tiny piece of blue sky indicates any further space. The sky’s purpose is to silhouette the
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mountain and the verticalness of the composition. A personified wind blows downward on the
earth and the birds fly in vertical formation in the sky. In this painting in particular, Rivera
creates an almost cyclical pictorial space that replicates that kind of time. Time comes to a
standstill within this almost meditative moment that stands in stark contrast to the barely
harnessed energy and movement of Benton’s figures and their ever forward movement in linear
space.

Fig. 57. Diego Rivera. The Abundant Earth: Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs Fertilizing the Earth. Fresco on wall.
Universidad Autonomía, Chapingo, Mexico. 1925-7. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Fig. 58. Diego Rivera. The Abundant Earth: Alliance of the Peasant and the Industrial Worker. Fresco on wall.
Universidad Autonomía, Chapingo, Mexico. 1925-7. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

The space within the murals is distinctively vertical as Rivera paints both above and
below the ground, revealing how the corpses of revolutionary martyrs fertilize the corn (Figure
57). The corn’s growth accentuates the upward sweep of the panel, and the dark colors around
the corn further flatten the space despite the sculpted human figures. The future crops,
symbolizing both growth and progress, are feeding on the lives of these bodies present in the
earth who gave up their lives with their past deeds and sacrifices. In the Alliance of the Peasant

177

and the Industrial Worker, Rivera places the peasants and workers in the clouds, and the view of
the earth below forms a trapezoidal pyramid (Figure 58). The clouds obscure any possibility of a
horizon line or deep space. A tall vertical figure in red and taking up a triangular position with
his outstretched arms fashions the image of the top of a mountain or pyramid completed by the
trapezoidal shape of the shallow land and roads below.

Fig. 59. Diego Rivera. The Abundant Earth: Revelation of the Path. Fresco on wall. Universidad Autonomía, Chapingo,
Mexico. 1925-7. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Rivera’s murals are similar, especially in terms of space, to the ones by Giotto in the
Arena Chapel that Rivera studied. Giotto’s murals reveal a “seeming” interest in threedimensional space as he left the gold Byzantine landscape and returned to the earth and blue
skies of the early Renaissance. But there is distinctive flatness to Rivera’s walls, contrary to the
deep spaces of Giotto, as Rivera’s technique focused on the sculpturing of the bodies and the
stilled actions of the figures dominate the background (Figure 59). Rivera excluded the intuitive
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perspective and deeper horizons that appeared throughout Giotto’s Chapel scenes. On the
ceiling, Rivera also differed from Giotto by using a solid flat blue background that indicated the
heavens as wallpaper instead of Giotto’s gradient blue that could have given them more depth.
Ironically, the peasants, his icons of history, are mainly working the land, thereby pulling the
heavens symbolically back to the earth. Rivera utilized Michelangelo’s technique of placing
figures inside the vaulted chapel between fictive stone spans, but rather than draping them
naturally inside and around the spans, Rivera creates a claustrophobic feeling where figures seem
to be trying to push themselves free from their shallow and confined spaces.

Fig. 60. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico: From Conquest to Revolution. Fresco on wall. 749 x 885cm. National
Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 1929-35. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

The National Palace murals, completed between 1929-35, are located on the Zocalo, the
geographic and cultural center of the capital. Here Rivera created “the dynamic upward ascent
of the Revolution” (Rivera, March 101). The viewer climbs the staircase and rises upwards
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physically with the mural itself (Figure 60). Rivera’s space is flat with figures that overlap so
dramatically, starting from the bottom fully formed, that they seem to be sprouting the figures
that rise above them. There is a tiny section of flat sky at the top that seems to highlight the
pyramid-like structure formed by human bodies. There is a denial of deep space by Rivera’s
even attention to a mass of faces and the amalgamation of characters and actions that are pressed
up against the picture plane. Heads are literally stacked upon heads in the backgrounds. Andrea
Kettenmann describes Rivera’s composition as a “compression of space, a representation of
simultaneous events” (Kettenmann 51). To consolidate all of this history, Rivera had to tamp all
these figures and events into the available space, each figure lying close to the surface of the
walls as if pressed up against a sheet of glass.
For Rivera, “Conquest, establishment and revolution become a cycle” (Souter 151) of
time as hundreds of years are compressed into one picture plane. Rivera breaks with the Western
left to right reading of time since the earliest time depicted in chronological sequence begins at
the far right. One has an “all at once, non-temporal quality of seeing the mural” (Folgarait 23)
prompting one to ask: where does the painting begin? An image of the origins of the Aztec
Empire and the founding of Tenochtitlan, an eagle, appears within the modern scene of Mexico,
inserting the past into the present dialogue. The Aztec Stone Calendar painted under the eagle is
another symbol that reinforces the cyclical view of Rivera’s history painted on the walls.
Maarten van Delden describes this concept as revolutionary time similar to the literature of
Carlos Fuentes who writes of the “promise of freedom and possibility while not dispensing with
a strong sense of the shaping power of the past” (Van Delden 32). This is evident in the fact that
no period is given preference; all the events and characters are given an equal voice in the
composition. Time has no hierarchy here in size or position, and there is a chaotic atmosphere
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because of it with the faces and events taking place simultaneously with no obvious hierarchy of
any kind. It is a large vibrating organism of flattened humanity.

Fig. 61. Diego Rivera. History of Cuernavaca and Morelos, Conquest and Revolution: Crossing the Barranca. Fresco
on wall. 4.35 x 5.24m. Palacio de Cortes: Cuernavaca, Mexico. 1930. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Rivera’s Cuernavaca murals from 1930 in the Palacio de Cortes reveal hours of research
into costumes, customs and architecture necessary to illustrate the pre-Columbian stories and
environment at the time of the conquistador invasion. He chose this theme after being given
carte blanche by the new owner of the palace, American Ambassador Dwight W. Morrow, on
what to paint. The mural depicting the history of Cuernavaca and its state of Morelos does
follow a linear structure this time beginning with the Spanish Conquest and ending with Zapata’s
revolution. The composition’s emphasis is still vertical because of its structure and the position
of figures in space. In Rivera’s own words, he “integrated the movement of the figures with the
movement of history in time and space, and with the movements by the landscape ascending
from the valleys to the mountains.” (Rivera, March 101). Rivera perfectly described the form
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constructed by his hands as he was moved by his categories of vertical space and cyclical time.
The figures at the bottom level of the mural are slightly larger than the figures above (Figure 61),
mimicking the projection of a pyramid and moving the viewer’s eyes from bottom to top. The
reality of the original bodies of Indians that would have crossed in a vast sweeping horizontal
movement is immortalized here in a vast, vertical sweep and climb of painted bodies moving
upwards into the trees. The viewer is urged to start from the bottom of the paintings and follow
those characters as they rise along the panels.

Fig. 62. Diego Rivera. Conquest, Jaguar and Eagle Warriors and Spaniards. Fresco on wall. 4.35 x 5.24m. Palacio de
Cortes: Cuernavaca, Mexico. 1930. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Rivera’s painting style was influenced by his classical and modern studies in Europe and
his interest in Aztec codices, so he jumped back and forth between a more realistic European
technique and a flatter and more geometric pre-Columbian approach (Figure 62). “The spatial
ambiguities of early colonial codices inform the artist’s overall sense of decorative patterning,
which clashes with the pronounced foreshortening of the armored figure on the ground. This
appropriation of pre-Columbian, post-Colonial, academic and modern pictorial conventions
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conflates more naturalistic styles with distinctly abstracted forms, creating a politicized form of
realism” (Dickerman 54-5). His hybridized realism reinforces a feeling of the past, present and
future within the composition as he appropriates these various times and their respective
techniques into this work. The shallow and compressed space and academic foreshortening show
Rivera’s own hybridization of techniques as he reflects his own mestizo background and
influences in a dialogic process.

Fig 63. Diego Rivera. The Creation (Illustration for Popol Vuh),Watercolor and gouache on paper. Jay I.
Kislak Collection, 1931. Library of Congress © Banco de Mexico Diego Rivera & Frida Kahlo Museums Trust.
www.loc.gov/exhibits/kislak/images/kc0011_1s.jpg

Rivera collaborated with the American scholar John Weatherwax and his sister Clara
Strang to illustrate the first English translation of the Popol Vuh in 1931. Weatherwax had read
passages from the book to Rivera, and the painter selected the scenes he thought best for
illustration. Unfortunately, due to Rivera’s busy schedule and the fact that the translation was
never officially published, the project only resulted in 24 watercolors and some drawings (Giese
2-8). In Creation (Figure 63), Rivera illustrates the creation story of the sea and sky gods
forming the land, plants and the animals of the land, sea and sky. Rivera mimics the style from
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Mayan codices with flattened forms that are in full frontal or profile positions with little to no
indication of their spatial locations on solid backgrounds. The story can move from the outer
edges of the gods (feathered and fire serpent shaped creatures) inward to the creation of land,
plants and animals to the final attempts of creating the first woman and man from corn with the
two failed attempts made with clay and wood floating around them. Or the story can be read
from the center outwards either clockwise or counter-clockwise. The events seem to take place
all at once as chronological time has no place in the composition that is encompassed by the
creatures.

Fig. 64. Diego Rivera. Detroit Industry: North Wall with Production and Manufacture of Engine and Transmission and
South Wall with Production of Automobile Exterior and Final Assembly. Fresco on wall. Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit,
Michigan. 1932-3. https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-north-wall-58538.
https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-south-wall-58539

Even in his journeys into the landscape of the United States and its patronage, Rivera
continued to paint forms with his same chronotope of vertical space and cyclical time. He tells
Detroit’s industrial technology story using its particulars to represent the greater country as a
whole. In his Detroit murals from 1932-33 (Figure 64), we see how “the walls undulate with
strata of soil, fists reach up from out of the ground” (Souter 211). The Black, Red, Yellow and
White Races recline meditatively, their bodies blending with the mountains they form with their
precious natural resources beneath. In a most interesting juxtaposition, Rivera stacks the natural
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world above the industrial world beneath, diminishing the horizontal feel of the assembly line
(that anyone who has ever been in a US car assembly plant would recognize as distinctively
horizontal) with this layering, vertical effect. Rivera wrote that “I chose the plastic expression of
the wave-like movement which one finds in water, electric waves, stratifications of different
layers under the surface of the earth,” (Werner 97) indicating how his regard of the strata of the
land and its verticalness eclipses the industrialized and mechanized urbanism. The workers are
nowhere as dynamic or frenetic as Benton’s figures since Rivera’s workers seem to move in time
together as one as if they were a part of the choreography of a larger dance of life and
production. The gigantic stamping press at the bottom right looks like a mechanical version of
the Aztec rain god Coatlicue (Helms, 143), inserting the past symbolically into the modern
period of the panel.

Fig. 65. Diego Rivera. Portrait of America: Reconstruction. Fresco on wall. Lost. New Worker’s School, New York,
NY. 1933. Unknown photographer. The Kheel Center for Labor-Management Documentation and Archives in the ILR School at
Cornell University. https://www.flickr.com/photos/kheelcenter/5279591572.

In the New Worker’s School in New York City, Rivera paints a history of the United
States, Portrait of America in 1933, on 21 portable panels. Perhaps due to the necessity of using
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portable panels, Rivera doubted the reach and endurance of the very medium of the mural in US
culture, describing its “chief obstacle being the essentially temporary character of its
architecture” (Rivera, March 110). Rivera wrote in his Portrait of America, an official guide to
the murals, that he found “at the top of a steel staircase as steep as those of the pyramids of
Uxmal or Teotihuacan…the best place in the city.” (Rivera Portrait 32). In Reconstruction, the
railroad tracks placed dead in the center of the panel (Figure 65) utilize a one-point perspective
but not to create deep space in this case. Instead, it emulates the shape of a pyramid and
reinforces the vertical sweep of the composition along with the triangular American flag and
Klan conical hats. Unfortunately, over half of the murals were destroyed in a fire, and the
remaining others are in the hands of private or public entities. In the photo of Reconstruction,
we can see the amalgamation of history that rises from the faces of politicians, industrialists and
Klan members upwards to visions of lynching, chain gangs, the black church and the fighting at
Harper’s Ferry. The actions are happening one on top of another, merging events that
simultaneously occur, a kaleidoscope of the US story of slavery.

Fig. 66. Diego Rivera. Early Sketch of Mural for Rockefeller Center, 1931. Courtesy Museo Frida Kahlo.
https://www.6sqft.com/diego-riveras-psychedelic-mural-in-rockefeller-center-was-destroyed-in-1934-before-it-was-finished/
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Fig. 67. Diego Rivera. Man, Controller of the Universe. Fresco on wall. 485 x 1145cm. Palacio de Bellas Artes,
Mexico City, Mexico. 1934. Courtesy Museo Frida Khalo. https://www.6sqft.com/diego-riveras-psychedelic-mural-inrockefeller-center-was-destroyed-in-1934-before-it-was-finished/.

According to the research of Bertram Wolfe, Rivera accepted the commission of the RCA
Building in 1933 after receiving a letter from Nelson Rockefeller that said the murals’ theme was
New Frontiers, and that “the development of civilization is no longer lateral; it is inward and
upward” (Wolfe 358). Rivera supplied a sketch of his idea for the building (Figure 66).
Rockefeller destroyed the original mural in the lobby of the RCA Building after Rivera refused
to remove the image of Vladimir Lenin from the design. But perhaps Rockefeller was also
disturbed by the actual version of the mural that appeared in the lobby that was vastly different
from the original sketch. Rivera’s vision is distinctly inward and upward as seen in the Man,
Controller of the Universe of 1934, a smaller version of the original commission Man at the
Crossroads (Figure 67). Rivera paints an instrument that resembles a cross between a telescope
and a microscope that allows one to see to the heavens while seeing the tiniest elements that
make up our earth. A large circle resembling a lens or looking glass that contains the inner
workings of the modern machine frames the center of the painting. This modern-day Aztec stone
calendar is a mixture of gears, people and resources. Rivera offers us two futures
simultaneously, the devastating future of capitalism with war and greed, and the shining future of
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communism/socialism with unions and solidarity. There is only the tiniest piece of sky on the
capitalistic left side of the mural to allow for planes to drop bombs and wage war. The crowds of
people look like the stacked angels of Cimabue’s Maesta with heads packed on top of other
heads in a tight, shallow space. The claustrophobic story of war, science, capitalism,
communism and economics all pressed up against the surface of the walls may have also
influenced Rockefeller’s decision to destroy the mural.

Fig. 68. Diego Rivera. Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Park. Fresco on wall. 480 x 150cm. Museo Mural
Diego Rivera, Mexico City, Mexico. 1948. Photo November 28, 2015. https://camdencivilrightsproject.com/70512483/.
Accessed March 20, 2019.

In his Alameda Dream in Mexico City from 1947-48, made originally for the Hotel
Prado, Rivera constructs a mural that is fifteen yards long and five yards high that would
seemingly be an excellent shape to present a linear movement of time but instead he fuses the
significant events of his own past and present with that of his country by intermingling the cast
of characters from his personal life and his country’s past (Figure 68). There is more of a
panoramic landscape revealed but it is decorative rather than dimensional. The figures stack up
higher on both outer edges and create two waves that form a circle for the viewer’s eyes to
follow. The tree limbs and balloons flicker upwards like flames and continually draw the eye
vertically throughout the panorama. It could also be argued that the people mimic the mountains
that surround Mexico City’s plateau. Rivera composed the painting to move chronologically
from left to right, but time folds backward and forward as there is no hierarchy within these
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sections, and the viewer identifies characters from a span of over 200 years who seem to be
posing for a group portrait. La Calavera Catrina, a well-known symbol for death created by
Posada, stands next to Rivera, reminding us of the importance of the Day of the Dead and the
role of the past that is never dead in the present. Most importantly, she is there to remind
everyone that the one thing they all have in common is the future and their death that will come
with it. The 62-year old Rivera paints himself as a child, slipping back into his own personal
past as he paints his country’s past. How appropriate for a man who constantly reinvented his
past and his country’s past.
In the next chapter, we will read deeper into Benton and Rivera’s understanding of spatial
and chronological representations (chronotopes) as expressed in an understanding of their
national landscapes, technology, human forms and history.
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CHAPTER SIX
Comparison of Thomas Hart Benton and Diego Rivera
Researching the legacies of Benton and Rivera yields value as we continue to struggle
with how to visually represent the abstract idea of a collective national identity in a world where
particularly the United States and Mexico are filled with growing migration, alienation,
repatriation, maleable borders and hyphenated identities. Both of these men were producing
chronotopes, forms representationing space and time that they felt encapsulated a sense of
national identity based on the particular geography, history and mythology of their countries’
origin stories. Each must have understood that “mental imagery and metaphor are the two
primary mechanisms involved in deriving understanding” (Peuquet 117). Unfortunately, their
contributions to national narratives are underrated and even misunderstood due to prior critiques
and their reputations which have overshadowed their works. By revisiting and revaluating the
actual work, especially their individual chronotopes, we will be able to see their influence on
national art years later, acknowledging their sedimentary influence on communal identity in
contemporary times.
Benton Revisited
Benton’s outbursts in public were instrumental in the devaluing of his art by critics within
the scope of 20th century painting. His denigration of homosexuality, gallery and museum
curators, abstract art and “intellectuals” became his legacy for many rather than his extraordinary
attempts to represent a national story and identify it for a country that stretches across 3.8 million
square miles. As with talented professionals, it was difficult to separate the man from the artist.
His major critics described his national works as sentimental or stereotypical. They commented
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on how his work was chauvinistic with a majority of male figures and they debated whether his
scenes of labor were too influenced by communism. The critic and historian Lewis Mumford
supported Benton earlier on in his career but would move to criticism and later describe the
“puerility” (Allen) of Benton’s work based on Benton’s fear of being too highbrow. Benton’s
popularity oscillated through time with the ever-fluctuating interest in figurative art. “They [the
critics] were more concerned with subject matter found in America than with an American
subject matter” (Benton xx).
I believe that while the majority of critics have focused on the contextual elements of
Benton’s paintings as the subject matter, the real subject matter he addressed was the chronotope,
the role and metaphor of space and time, in the American identity and character. The critics’
focus on just his figures and not their symbolism is detrimental to the overall reading of his
work. It is their motion upon the landscape and the movement in the landscape that drives the
imagery of his work as he created a horizontal space and suggested linear time in his
compositions. He painted “ordinary men working toward common goals” and the “idea of
progress was suggested through the spiraling compositions and energetic forms” (Broun 61).
The natural landscape that surrounds these figures is a place of regeneration and a promise for a
future filled with development and advancement technologically, economically and socially.
Times of insecurity and crisis cause Americans to look for some kind of unifying
character or identity that holds the nation and its people together. During “economic recessions
and the great conservation movements…when America—beset with doubts and needing
reassurance—its pioneering rigor was still intact…” (Burroughs 187), and in times of relative
peace and prosperity the need to unify under an origin story lessens significantly. Art that
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attempts to tell a national story or unite a citizenry with its subject matter falls out of favor in
times of economic security and peace.
Benton’s chronotope communicated his vision of the American character, one that began
with the pioneers and the European immigration during the 1700’s with its growing emphasis on
manifest destiny. The pioneer was a popular historical symbol that writers and statesmen moved
from being local heroes to “builders and defenders of a nation” (Bodnar, Remaking 17). Benton
chose this chronotope as his leitfaden to portray his understanding of the US national identity.
His wide-open, horizontal landscapes allowed for space between his figures and they
reflected Walt Whitman’s idea of a national American character as “perfect individualism
married to the idea of the aggregate” (Brown 62). This describes the pioneer spirit with its
rugged individualism as it worked towards building a nation of united citizens encouraged to
maintain their individuality. The beautiful irony in Benton’s large American murals was his
search for the particular which would represent the universal of the American character and
story. So, that particular characteristic of individualism and separation is what unites us as a
nation? “As long as men live in different physical environments and keep their linguistic
inheritances, basic cultural diversities will survive” (Benton 342). The sheer individuality of the
American character strangely is the shared characteristic that holds the American spirit or
character together. The great irony of their chronotope is that the US unites in its individualism.
The very construction and portability of all of Benton’s murals, even the ones that always
were proposed to be permanent in their spaces and still remain there today, reflected the artist’s
belief that the American identity is tied to movement through horizontal space. The future is
ever changing, and progress may require things to move to make room for necessary changes,
even the murals that reflected this propensity for horizontal movement in the American
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character. Benton painted his panels for the New School in a nearby loft, not even on the site for
which it was designed. Also, the fact all of Benton’s murals continue to find new homes, most
recently the requisition and installation of his America Today in the Metropolitan Museum of Art
in 2012, is a testament to the artist’s ability to communicate with the public.
Rivera Revisited
The importance of Rivera’s legacy as the man who brought fresco painting back into the
lexicon of 20th century painting has been obscured chiefly by his political and personal life. An
affinity with a communist ideology informed Rivera’s desire to create a public, representational
art for the Mexican people and that same communism would fall from international favor and
dim his accomplishments since his ideology was sculpted partly by his Marxist leanings. His
misogynist treatment of women, especially of Frida Kahlo, whose artistic stature and mythology
rose to be greater than Rivera’s, became the focus of art discussions instead of his epic treatment
of the Mexican people and their story. Like Benton, Rivera’s popularity waxes and wanes with
the art world’s interest or disinterest in figurative art as well.
It was not the choice of simply including the common geography and people of Mexico
in his murals that makes his art so significant in the history of art, but the fact that he condensed
the symbolism of that geography and people into depictions of vertical space and cyclical time.
Rivera’s search led to a time, place and geography predating the colonial and pioneer roots with
which Benton started. Rivera recognized and understood that the pre-Columbian predilection for
vertical space and cyclical time was harmonious with the traces and memories of the Catholic
Spanish colonizers and their penchant for the same categories of space and time, appropriating
them into Baroque art. Catholics in Spain had also had a 400-year-old history of coexisting with
Jews and Muslims. For Rivera, Mexico’s origin story began with the Conquest by Spain but the
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Indigenous story would need to be recovered and included as well. This amalgamation was
possible because both the Catholic Spanish and pre-Columbian identities mirrored Rivera’s
chronotope in their folklore and religion.
Unlike Benton, Rivera’s figures were a mass of humanity that resembled the preColumbian statues he collected, tightly packed together to make up the collective in a
“deterministic path” (Brown 72) in his nation’s next stage. Ironically, his Marxist ideology
blended well with the Catholic omniscience of the conquistadors as one side saw the world play
out according to dialectical materialism and the other held God’s a priori knowledge of each
person’s life. After recognizing the topology of the murals for his people, Rivera then produced
a vast number of murals applying his chronotope. The prolific output in the amount of time he
was given access to public walls was in itself phenomenal.
The testament to Rivera’s strength as a public artist and his national Mexican narrative
via his chronotope is found in the permanent homes where many of his murals are still located
today. In spite of the passage of time and the many changes of political, social and economic
ideologies in Mexico, his murals live in their original spots and testify to his ability to
communicate with the Mexican people via his painted forms. Ironically, Rivera’s permanence
was partly responsible for his decline in popularity in the history of art since those magnificent
decorations on the structures are immobile and cannot be transported to national or international
museums and galleries for annual retrospectives.
Rivera recognized the necessity for the portability in the US once he worked within the
US’s geographical boundaries. While his use of vertical space and cyclical time is painted on the
walls, the walls themselves are mobile and reflect the impermanence of situating any national
narrative in US public space. The United States influenced Rivera as well since he designed
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portable murals for his MoMA exhibition in 1931. He knew that the audiences would expect to
see examples of his fresco work (Dickerman 126). The US horizontal emphasis on mobility
through space and on the temporary nature of the society that exhilarated in change demanded art
that could be transportable. Rivera made smaller versions of murals based on his work at the
Ministry of Education and Cortés’ Palace to show in the US to comply with this proclivity for
portability as he recognized the need for a different chronotope for that show and that nation.
It should be noted too that it is simply amazing how Rivera was hired to paint murals in
the capitalistic United States despite his outspoken communist beliefs. Here we must identify
the sheer power of his painted monumental narrative that made him so attractive to his northern
neighbor. His public murals in Mexico and the US, his exhibition at the MoMA and his presence
in the US directly influenced the history of art in the United States. “The left-leaning George
Biddle used the example of Rivera and Mexican muralism in a letter written in May 1933 (the
month of Rivera’s dismissal from Rockefeller Center) to President Franklin D. Roosevelt,
launching the idea of a government-sponsored mural program in the United States, an initiative
that would ultimately materialize under the auspices of the Works Progress Administration in
1935” (Dickerman 42-3).
Perhaps the best way to compare and contrast the national story-telling in Benton’s and
Rivera’s chronotopes of space and time is to look at their murals thematically in order to see how
each understood and painted their landscapes, technology, human figures and history. By
examining the formal aspects each used in their paintings to express these themes one can see
how Benton concluded that the US identity was expressed with the chronotope of horizontal
space and linear time while Rivera determined that the Mexican identity needed the chronotope
of vertical space and cyclical time.
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Each knew that a concept of national identity, whether American or Mexican, must be
objectified in some sort of concrete and tangible way, expressing Hegel’s notion of how the
universal can be revealed in the particular (Hegel, Aesthetics 22). Benton wrote “ideas and facts
were of no value unless they could be translated into visual objects” (Benton 354). Within their
figurative work, they were able to use space and time to create a feeling of common identity,
“aesthetic consciousness” (Kingsley 2) and a “tangible expression of the intangible imagined
community or national sentiment” (Kingsley 2). The artistic imagery of each man was informed
by their experience of geography, an existential beginning of personal observation of life in each
country as it was lived, felt and embodied. They rooted their “aesthetic in experience rather than
abstract concepts” (Brown 67). The fact that these concrete beginnings resulted in a wonderful
metaphor of time and space illustrates Hegel’s understanding of how we build upwards from the
real (the particular) to the imagined/abstract/idea (the universal). Benton utilized the chronotope
of a particular horizontal space and linear time in his murals to represent and signify an universal
US identity, and Rivera employed his particular chronotope of vertical space and cyclical time to
represent and denote an universal Mexican identity.
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Chronotopes in the landscapes of Benton and Rivera

Fig. 69. Thomas Hart Benton. The Arts of Life in America: Arts of the South. Egg tempera and oil glaze on linen. New
Britain Museum of American Art, 1932. Photo by Tammy Parks 2013.

The landscape and the people’s actions on the landscape were central to Benton’s murals.
In his The Arts of Life in America, Benton divides contemporary America into regions to show
how the large and diverse geography influences its inhabitants. In Arts of the South (Figure 69),
the panel is created from sketches of his many travels across the Ozarks, Tennessee, Louisiana
and West Virginia. A traveling preacher has set up a short-term revival, as indicated by its
temporary outdoor surroundings, as was common throughout the South and West due to
shortages of ministers in these rural areas. The preacher is making a stop in his long journey
across his circuit, and the emphasis of the composition is placed on this temporary/makeshift
space instead of the permanent church in the background. Benton frames this scene almost like a
film still as the figures at the bottom are cropped by the canvas. He draws us into the deep
background space by his addition of a woman heading to the outhouse from the revival. The
preacher’s movements from town to town are reflected in the continuous sunrise or sunset behind
the crowd, and one wonders how long this collection of people will last.
The figures are caught mid-dance, mid-song and mid-prayer and they seem to vibrate on
the canvas as they are caught up in the jubilation. With Benton’s light we can see every sinuous
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muscle of their kinetic energy even through their clothing that is stretched tautly across their legs
and chests. Benton lifts our perspective upwards so we can see into the laps of the revival
participants, a bird’s-eye view of the congregation and his narrative. The African-Americans in
the left background are not taking part in the religious revelry but are in the midst of some sort of
gambling game. Everyone is moving with the exception of the napping carriage rider, but his
horses stand at the ready with all four legs solidly on the ground, ready to take people back to
their homes or further away. Our birds-eye view lets us look into the child’s bowl, but most
importantly, we can see the trash that is scattered in the right foreground haphazardly. The trash
looks old. In the US of horizontal space calling the future, the people can simply move away
from this area and the mess. From the colonial period on, US farmers used a slash and burn
method of agriculture across the country and later turned to mass farming and the removal of
important grasslands that held the soil in place. Storms and droughts that aggravated the speedy
progression of farming across the US brought on the Dustbowl. This memorable time in history
was immortalized by the westward journey of the Joad Family in The Grapes of Wrath.
Benton’s landscape already lacks the grasslands on its way to be traveled across in search of the
next journey. The chronotope of horizontal space and linear time dominates in the perpetual
sunrise and sunset, and we soar along with Benton’s bird’s eye view into the future that is
synonymous with horizontal movement over the land of the free for whatever reason. The
journey will be fortuitous no matter its cost to the land or the people.
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Fig. 70. Diego Rivera. The Abundant Earth: Alliance of the Peasant and the Industrial Worker. Fresco on wall.
Universidad Autonomía, Chapingo, Mexico. 1925-7. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

Rivera’s “Chapingo Frescoes are essentially a song of the land, its profundity, beauty,
richness and sadness” (Souter 144) which is appropriate for its destination in the Agricultural
School of the university(Figure 70). The landscape is always at the edge of Rivera’s murals and
acts more as a frame or a base for the bodies within the composition instead of an integrated
whole of rolling hills and valleys which lead to unknown places of the future with Benton. The
roads below the clouds form a trapezoid, mimicking the form of the pyramid with Rivera’s
dramatic perspective. Rivera uses a bird’s eye view similar to Benton’s, but the clouds obscure
any visible horizon and reinforce the verticality of the composition.
The figures are standing on the land yet flying in the clouds as the perspective is twisted
to allow the figures to inhabit the terrestrial and celestial planes in this exaggerated vertical
sweep of the land and sky. Here, we see two men representing farm and industrial work, shaking
hands and agreeing to exploit the land. The vertical transcendence of the workers with their
bodies congregating above the clouds mimics their rise from being subservient in the social order
and their work towards an improved Mexican nation of workers and citizens in their desire to
achieve a classless society. In contrast to Benton with his emphasis on his figures movements
across the land, Rivera’s figures are part of the land/mountain as indicated by the man in red with
outstretched arms who completes the triangular pyramid/mountain shape of the land below. The
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men and women can learn from the heavenly leaders who appear as Native deities from the past.
The present day workers can learn from their native ancestors how to best distribute and work
the land in contemporary times.
It is interesting to note also that the preferred method for planting in Mexico is in small
triangular mounds as compared to the long horizontal ruts and rows in the US. One can argue
that the land and its ownership by individuals is the source of fertility for Benton, but for Rivera
it is the workers who are also a source of fertility of the land that can never be owned by
individuals. The ever cycling relationship between Rivera’s revolutionaries and the land is seen
when the martyrs’ bodies decompose and fertilize the soil after their toils above ground are done.
In stark contrast with Benton’s figures, Rivera paints men and women who resemble
archeological statues who are rounded, weighted and static with their large, bulky serapes and
soft bodies. The immobile figures are at peace with their surroundings in this chronotope of
vertical space and cyclical time as transcendence is provided by their cyclical relationship with
the landscape that also is viewed and blessed from the vertical heavens.

Chronotopes in the Representations of Technology by Benton and Rivera

Fig. 71. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: City Building, Steel and Coal. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY.
1930-1. https://charlesmcquillen.com/thomas-hart-benton-america-today-english-language-arts-lesson-plan/ Accessed March 16,
2017.
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Both Benton and Rivera thought that technology could improve the lives of Americans
and Mexicans. Benton’s time at the Art Institute of Chicago increased his appreciation for steel
and industries (Bargell 12) and in his America Today: City Building, Steel and Coal (Figure 71),
technology is the impetus for all the movements in the composition. The people weave
horizontally in and out between presses, barges, drills and steam as the fruits of their labor sit in
the background in the ships in the harbor. While they are working together, each man is
distinctive as they arch in various directions in their individual rhythms. The powerful men are
never dwarfed by the machines of which they are always in complete control. The deep space of
the mural pulls the viewer’s eyes out to the steel mill and boats in the harbor, emphasizing the
transportation of goods via water that travels outward to their destinations. Man is always in
control of the instruments of their labor, in the background or to their sides, aiding in their
progress towards the future. The flow of black and white smoke and melted steel silhouette the
movements of the figures dancing between mechanisms. Since it took Benton only nine months
to paint this mural, one may even ask if the speed of new technologies was reflected perhaps in
the speed and intensity of its preparation. A golden aura emanates from the panoramic horizon
that cannot be broken even by the cornices of the mural. This golden light silhouettes the
machinery and mechanisms of technology that will bring never-ending progress and change.
The title America Today, reinforces the present tense of the mural, underscoring the latest
enhancements in technology and a disinterest in the past. On the left, three men are “shoring up
foundation walls, the first step in skyscraper construction,” (Adams 165) and skyscrapers are
seen at various stages of completion behind the builders. We are watching the creation of an
emerging city. The liberation of man via technology is seen with the figure of the black worker
using a jack hammer working alongside his white coworkers. Steel literally takes center stage
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with its blast furnace and Bessemer converter, an invention adopted by US businesses from the
UK because of its ability to produce mass quantities of steel after burning away impurities.
Benton honestly shows the overwork and poverty of the coal producing regions, but the coal
cars, train and ship promise an outward journey towards modern power plants like the one in the
background. All of the products of technology that they are currently working on are on their
way to another physical destination.
Benton’s America Today is a sweeping epic of technology influencing the East, Midwest
and South to show how the entire country is benefitting from high tech advances. Benton said,
“I was after a picture of America in its entirety” (Wolff 12). Horizontal space in his murals
requires the speed of the latest trains, cars, planes, etc. to access the sweeping plains of the vast
countrysides, and that sweeping linear movement across the landscapes would lead to the
progress of each day. His vision of technology required horizontal space and linear time in his
murals to solidify his view of its progress for the US.

Fig. 72. Diego Rivera. Detroit Industry: North Wall with Production and Manufacture of Engine and Transmission
and South Wall with Production of Automobile Exterior and Final Assembly. Fresco on wall. Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit,
Michigan. 1932-3. https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-north-wall-58538.
https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-south-wall-58539.
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It is evident that Rivera also “had a fascination for modern technology and industry, and
believed that the machine would eventually contribute to the realization of a classless society”
(Segal 40). His view of technology was similar to the assembly line of the industrial revolution
that was built from the collective body of workers. Whereas Benton’s figures remain individuals
within their own personal and horizontal spaces, Rivera’s figures are a part of the massive
machine (Figure 72). His figures move together in a rhythmic dance as they all bend and sway
in one direction like ocean waves. They are swept away and up into a technical dance that
reflects his belief in dialectical materialism that considered technology to be a major part in our
evolution to a classless future, and the idea that technology can help Mexicans transcend to an
equal footing in society. While Benton’s progress and national narrative depends on the
maintained individuality and spacing between his figures, Rivera’s Mexican story of technology
is contingent on the collective identity of the group where the figures are in unison and grouped
tightly together.
The reading of the composition is vertical with three levels that show above the ground,
the ground and below the ground. Rivera places the industrial complex into a subterranean level,
resembling the monochrome reliefs in catholic churches. An assembly line with conveyor belts
requires large horizontal spaces in reality, but Rivera compresses the scene in the lower left by
lining our peripheral vision with tall spindles that point upwards, resembling Toltec guards
aiding the workmen. To the right, “Rivera's model for this stamping machine was actually an
outdated version and speculates that he chose this version because of its visual resemblance to
the Aztec deity Coatlicue” (Downs 140). This god required human sacrifices and perhaps she
now requires the daily sacrifice of these workers in exchange for her gifts. Rivera thought that
technology and the machine world would contribute to the “realization of a classless society”
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(Segal 40), and perhaps, an idealized version of the nostalgic Aztec world. Rivera cannot help
but appropriate his Mexican heritage and his Aztec gods into this “American” scene. In Rivera’s
chronotope, contemporary technology can still be connected to the distant past. The furnace
blasts heat at the top of the plant like a volcano spewing lava from a mountain. He covers the
automotive plant by strata of soil filled with the raw materials that power the industrial machine.
At the very top are four allegorical figures reclining like chacmools who represent different races
who are receiving the raw materials carried up from the fists bursting up through the soil.
Primordial man and woman are placed in a hierarchical position above the present day toil.
Unlike Benton, Rivera’s products of technology result in a vertical, uplifting moment for the
people who celebrate now and not primarily in the future.

Chronotopes in the Human Forms of Benton and Rivera

Fig. 73. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Missouri. Fresco on panel. The House Lounge in the State Capitol of
Missouri, Jefferson City, MO. 1936.

Benton’s figures were always individualized as they moved in different directions,
muscles bulging with their exertion, attempting to and at times succeeding in, breaking through
the very edges of the picture plane (Figure 73). The long horizontal panorama cannot contain
these figures that demand to keep moving outwards across their frames and cornices to create
more personal spaces for themselves. For Benton, the future is determined by our exploration of
the land by individuals and he creates “an atmosphere of energy and power that somehow
corresponds to the energy of a vast continent” (Adams 262). In his Social History of Missouri,
the pioneer in the upper left rests his arm with a jug of spirits up against the architectural cornice,
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and the man with an ax lifts it up so high that his ax and arm break into the upper panel
containing Huck and Jim. The farmer in the middle baling hay raises his pitchfork full of hay so
high he seems to be ready to dump it into the railroad scene above him. Muscles and tendons
emphasize their bodies caught in motion as the majority of the figures are diagonal. Of the 235
figures, only 32 are of women as their social and economic status make them less dynamic as
men, and thus, underrepresented in Benton’s composition. Unlike Rivera, Benton’s figures are
situated deep into the picture plane (informed by his construction of preparatory 3-D sculptures)
and modeled by his dramatic golden light while some figures in front attempt to burst out of the
picture plane.
Instead of concentrating primarily on famous heroes or characters (although he does
occasionally include well-known politicians and literary figures like Jesse James, Huck Finn, and
Frankie and Johnny) Benton emphasizes the common citizens going about their daily tasks
entering and exiting buildings and overlapping one another as they work and move in diverse
directions. Benton traveled all over Missouri sketching citizens for his mural. While the
community works cooperatively, each person’s individual fate is ultimately determined by their
own actions. The hands and feet are slightly larger than normal to emphasize the power and
importance of their work and movements on the land. The crowds are always filled with
independent individuals that differ from Rivera’s blending hordes of people. All of Benton’s
characters are individuals who do not blend into the crowd, they are crowds of individuals in a
large panorama.
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Fig. 74. Diego Rivera. Fiesta Courtyard: Day of the Dead-City Celebration. 417 x 375cm. Ministry of Education.
Mexico City, Mexico. 1923-8. https://smarthistory.org/rivera-murals-ministry-public-education/

In Fiesta Courtyard, Rivera’s figures (Figure 74) mimic the mountain upon which
Mexico is born. They are stacked on top of each other in a dense and compacted, vertical space.
The heads in the crowd are literally stacked one on top of the other. The mass of bodies that are
reminiscent of the pre-Columbian figures of the Aztec and Maya are sculptural and 3dimensional but difficult to separate from the overall corpus of humanity. Equilibrium was as
important as movement in pre-Conquest art (Arquin 22). While there is a crowd, it is not the
crowd of Benton’s motion but of a gathered communion where many are seated as they eat and
drink. Rivera was one of the “first individuals to develop a sizeable collection (sixty thousand
objects) of pre-Columbian artifacts” (Helms 139). Most of the faces are indistinguishable as
they meld together. The society at large is more important for Rivera than the individual. The
crowds are filled with nameless and faceless people at times who blend and fuse into a gathering
mass. The bright banner further flattens the space behind the figures, blocking the viewer from
seeing into the city’s street, blocking any sort of deeper space provided by the landscape. The
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viewer’s eyes travel up and down with the vertical movement of the human figures and flat,
paper puppets. Paper skulls stacked as mini pyramids decorate the backdrop. Like Benton,
Rivera uses the common people as the focus of his murals instead of heroes and famous
characters as we become a part of the crowd that sweeps upwards in Rivera’s chronotope where
figures cling to the surface of the mural.
Unlike Benton’s moving figures, Rivera’s living figures commune with the dead during
these Day of the Dead festivities via skull masks and other skeleton costumes articulating his
cyclical chronotope. Instead of Day of the Dead: City Celebration, Rivera could have named it
Day of the Dead: City Reunion. Time has stopped at this moment as the ancestors arise and
become a part of society again. The paper skeletons above the crowd are indistinguishable from
those who wear their skull masks within the crowd. There is a hypnotic quality to the
composition as the crowd seems to be standing and waiting for their reunions with the dead. We
witness how time must slowdown in Rivera’s murals in order for his figures to experience the
immanent moment.

Chronotopes in the Representation of History by Benton and Rivera

Fig. 75. Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Indiana: Reformers and Squatters and Early Schools and
Communities. Tempera on canvas. Indiana University Auditorium, Bloomington, IN. 14’ x 230’. 1933. Photo by Cyndi Maitri
2015.

Benton explicitly wanted his murals to also be an educational experience that revealed
important figures, inventions and events in the American narrative. The title of the 48-page
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brochure that accompanied the Social History of Indiana (Figure 75) included the phrase “a story
told in form and word” (Foster, Kathleen 138). The idea of progress and its role for the future
dominates his narratives. The past that occurred prior to the pioneer days established by
European immigrants is always on the outskirts or a short preface that is added grudgingly to the
beginning of each of these facing murals with the indigenous scenes at the beginning of the
cultural and industrial progress timelines. Those indigenous images are based primarily on his
readings that were laced with stereotypes and exaggerations, expressing his assumption that the
native origins of the nation’s story are not important. They stand as a prologue to the real origin
story of the pioneer or explorer. The US citizen is supposed to recognize him/herself in the
pioneer, truncating US history in the presentation of Benton’s chronotope, trudging through open
space heading toward the future and progress. The viewer is carried along laterally by the
church steeple, telephone poles, trees and smoke that provide vertical poles that drag us left to
right and forward and backward in deep space.
Time can only move chronologically forward, as the linear movement indicates the
progress being made towards a better life with more money, more inventions, more freedom and
more comforts. Many regarded his approach to storytelling as pragmatic “where every type of
experience—economic, moral or social—is evaluated in terms of its consequences and
relationship to future actions” (Foster, Kathleen 146). As the mural moves towards the present
in Benton’s life, the viewer can see the advances in technology, science and education. Benton’s
focus on the current life of Indiana in his day is revealed by the six months of research and
traveling he made throughout the state and all the sketches he made of real people, objects and
buildings. It is unnecessary to remove controversial topics like the Klan rally and cross burning
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since, for him, we can see how we are moving onwards in our growth to more equality and
political freedom.
The current Executive Vice President and Provost of Indiana University recently wrote in
2017 in support of Benton’s murals after students raised the issue of their removal from their
home in the classroom of Woodburn 100, “They depict the social progression of Indiana
history—including, explicitly, the promise and hope of racial integration and a free press arising
out of the fight against the political influence of the Klan—through the visceral and powerful
vision of one of the most significant artists of the period” (Robel). The provost could be
responding to the linear time and progress signified by the chronotope of the murals.
Benton was not interested in ignoring all of the bad events in the US story, but where
they are present they are great reminders of how we have progressed forward and these are
located further back in the panels. As an example, Benton painted a scene in front of the Klan
rally of a white and a black child being tended to by a white nurse, alluding to the changes
already experienced in recent years. The perpetual sunrise and sunset behind the figures remind
us of the many more days to come and the changes and progress that will come with them.
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Fig. 76. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. West Wall. Fresco on wall. 749 x 885cm. National Palace, Mexico City,
Mexico. 1929-35. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012.

While in Italy preparing for his career as a muralist, Rivera “had examined preColumbian and Early Colonial manuscripts in Italian collections, and he continued to study the
records and remains of pre-Columbian civilizations that were available to him in Mexico”
(Helms 139). Rivera’s desire to recover and revalue the importance of Aztec heritage and
history in the national Mexican narrative is reflected in his concept and chronotope of indigenous
history as a continuous cycle where the characters, stories and actions are constantly interwoven
from the past, present and future within the same picture plane.
The History of Mexico is painted on the walls of the National Palace, the center of what
was once the great Aztec Empire. Rivera depicted Montezuma and the Aztecs symbolically
returning to that space they once ruled before the Spanish invasion. The North Wall is devoted
to the Pre-Columbian world before the Spanish arrival. Rivera paints them as intelligent, urban
dwellers who designed a complex environment while making forays into the arts and
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technologies. This is not a preference or a prologue to the Spanish Conquest but the origin of
Mexican history.
The West Wall (Figure 76) bursts with events from the Spanish conquest up to the early
20th century. In the center sits the eagle with the Aztec symbol of war in its beak, the older
symbol for the creation of the Aztec capital and the newer symbol for Mexico’s Independence
from Spain. This emblem sits on the base of a stone trapezoid, underscoring how Mexico will be
built on the ruins and layers of the ancient buildings and history. The chronotope displays the
history of Mexico moving through time vertically as the Spanish soldiers battled with the Aztecs
at the base of the wall, while the slavery, rape, indoctrination and assimilation of indigenous
tribes is located in the middle and the fight for independence from Spain occurs at the top. The
scene becomes more complicated as revolution after revolution occurs with various leaders.
Rivera said that he wanted the mural to be “related to the dynamic upward sweep of the
revolution” (Rivera, March 101). Some sides express the idea of an agrarian future with signs
that say Land and Liberty while some workers point to a technological solution for the future in
another panel. “The simultaneous presentation of opposites that Rivera used to express a
dialectical development of history often led him to sacrifice actual historical chronology,
repeating portraits of historical figures in the same panels or placing them outside their actual
time. The mural is “nearly illegible because of the visual complexity created by the necessity of
presenting in each episode its thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, which in turn provides the thesis
for the next episode” (Helms 133). History is built physically and symbolically on top of the
past in a complicated layering of space and time.
The red Aztec Stone calendar below the eagle reinforces this recycling of symbols with
its cyclical representation of time. “On one side of the stone is the Aztecs' conqueror Hernan
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Cortés’ hand holding a spear and on the other side of it the hand of Cuauhetemoc, the last Aztec
emperor, holding a sling” (Cummings). The current mestizo heritage of Mexico is symbolized
by these two figures connected forever by the radial calendar and the story of Mexico’s new
birth. The past and present are in communion within the chronotope.

The Legacy of Benton and Rivera
Both of these men came out of civil wars that created crises of national identify in their
respective nations. While Benton was born after the US Civil War, the division and racism that
ensued through the Reconstruction period with segregation at every level of society and the
continued influx of immigrants created a crisis of identity. Rivera would create his first public
murals just two years after the end of a ten-year civil war that radically shook the nation that
went through eleven presidents in that short and violent period of time.
Nobody would argue that Benton’s and Rivera’s vociferous personalities and strong
beliefs were causes of the loud debates, disputes and controversies surrounding their memorials.
But one can argue also that the controversy surrounding their national memorials resulted
primarily from the importance of their expression. Both were making national narratives that we
can now recognize as national memorials. To do this each man rejected the modern art of the
time because they felt it could not adequately communicate and represent their understanding of
space and time as metaphors for national identities. Their work, of course, would receive mixed
reviews, as it is impossible to speak on the behalf of an entire nation of diverse and differentiated
individuals to everyone’s satisfaction. Once again, the critical focus was on the figurative
elements, particularly specific figures of famous or infamous Americans and Mexicans. There
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was discontent on who was and was not included rather than on the overall meaning and
signification of space and time (chronotopes) used.
While mural painting would fall out of favor as a form with which to represent a national
narrative in a memorial, it has continued within neighborhoods to encapsulate local identities in
both countries. Yet the way that Benton and Rivera used space and time to represent national
identity found its way into the growing use of sculptures and architecture (incorporating
primarily stone, water and light/shadow) in the later 20th century to symbolize national
characters. As we shall see later, Benton’s legacy of horizontal space and linear time can be
found in later artistic forms that attempt to represent what it means to be an American.
The term vie des forms, (Benton 342) used by Benton in his autobiography, where the
forms or shapes of things call up or create other forms, is the best way to describe how whether
consciously or unconsciously other artists continued to utilize his chronotope decades later in
other national US memorials. Benton most likely was referencing Henri Focillon’s use of the
term life of forms in which Focillon described how “…all creation, is production about and based
on the forms transmitted by tradition: the artist stores inherited forms and elaborates his or her
own forms in a dialogue with forms from the past. As a result, these new forms bear the trace,
the multiple traces, of the old forms among which they take their place.” (Focillon, 26-7)
Likewise, Rivera’s chronoptope was appropriated into Mexican memorials that wished to
represent some kind of united Mexican identity. In the latter part of the 20th century, the United
States struggled with disputed wars and economic recessions, and Mexico struggled with
excessive government corruption and devalued currency. Cultural and economic insecurity in
both countries created an environment that craved the solace of visual expressions of unity and
solidarity. Hence, in recent decades we have seen examples of the idea that “Monuments,
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memorials and museums are places where nationalism may be embodied and made visible”
(Earle 134). The final moments of this study should address the importance of how the vie des
forms of prior artworks may give artists pause to consider the importance of studying and
identifying the chronotopology that underscores the way people attempt to manifest their
national identities.
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CONCLUSION

“Storytelling reveals meaning without committing the error of defining it.”
--Hannah Arendt Men in Dark Times, 105.

"The community that becomes a single thing (body, mind, fatherland, Leader...) ...necessarily
loses the in of being-in-common. Or, it loses the with or the together that defines it. It yields its
being-together to a being of togetherness. The truth of community, on the contrary, resides in the
retreat of such a being."
-- Jean Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, xxxix

This dissertation is a story, a journey of sorts, that requires one to understand how stories
are built by the aid of chronotopes. Our identities and the way we understand things are
intimately tied to our thinking that requires us to cognitively and visually map things to better
understand them. Our personal and communal identities comprised of certain representations
have been given to us by our social and cultural settings, and stories are one of those
representations. The line between personal memory and myth is a tenuous one as individuals
acquire memories that they were not mentally or physically privy to directly. The underlying
theme beneath all of this is the individual’s need, if not requirement, for having a collective
identity because of the individual’s communal nature and his or her biological structure for
learning and remembering dynamically through social interaction. The individual both shapes
and is shaped by the collective memory.
Individual, communal and national identity stories become layered through time as
certain dominant themes and images (origin stories) are selected and archived by individuals and
the public. The layering of memory allows for origin stories and myths to be filtered down
through the centuries, speaking of the primordial questions of origin, identity, destiny, meaning
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and value as explained by Paul Ricouer and Raymond Williams. An examination of the ideas of
John Bodnar and Benedict Anderson reveals how they have helped to fully define the
terminology and dynamic characterization of imagined communities. Imagined communities
and nations have ontologies of memory and identity that are engendered by stories and images.
The need for rituals, whether physical or representational, embodies memories and allows
origin myths to be and endure. The key to a ritualistic act is the symbolism required for marking
the events, persons or ideas as they take place in the lives of individuals in communities because
people think perceptually by nature. Memorials attempt to concretize a feeling, an event, an idea
and a memory. In the thinking of Erika Doss and Yi Fu Tuan, we recognized how memorials are
used to create a national imagined citizenry by choosing certain images, ideologies and values in
its representations. Our need to create memorials, especially national memorials, is one way we
generate the illusion of a shared identity and ideology within a large corpus of people.
Understanding the way a person, a group and a country remembers things and events is key to
understanding the ideological space and time used in the public forms of Benton and Rivera.
The thing that we need to be wary of is how our story can be laden with ideological structures
and limited by the design of one main artist and one main idea. A limited or discrete chronotope
binds and restricts the possible identities to be expressed; and therefore, shared with the
community.
Excavating the US and Mexican origin stories and images, one can ascertain that the US
sense of national identity is characterized by a horizontal understanding of space and linear
concept of time while the Mexican sense of national identity is categorized with a vertical sense
of space and cyclical concept of time. The chronotopes based on the origin stories that Benton
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and Rivera created and that were embraced by the US and Mexico respectively must be
expanded to include rather than to limit the people embraced within the national stories.
When I first began this dissertation, I was confident that I would argue how the Mexican
representation of a national sense of identity was more benevolent and more authentic than that
of the US. After much thought and research, I believe that memorials need to have
representations of both horizontal and vertical space and linear and cyclical time, a blending of
the chronotopes, to be successful, especially if we want them to stand for a communal identity
that transcends any specific or single event that they narrate in each country. Can memorials be
trans historical without using both kinds of space and time? I would argue that they cannot as
they are always leaving out some part of the population. Some may argue that dominant
narratives will still control the majority of the dialogues and experiences, but allowing the
marginalized narratives into the memorials will extend their meanings and ability to live beyond
their contexts of creation.
These externalizations of identity become “sources for understanding reality” (Adam 80).
How is it possible that the chronotopes developed by Benton and Rivera a century ago can still
permeate the collective identity of the present? “On occasion an artist comes upon an image that
embodies some basic subject with a spellbinding validity. The same story, the same
composition, or the same posture lives on for centuries as an indelible contribution to the way
man visualizes his world” (Arnheim, Art 144).
If US and Mexican memorials bear Benton’s and Rivera’s spatial and temporal
symbolism, then their representations depend primarily on mythological origin stories that will
continue to hinder their viewer’s authentic identification via the memorials’ forms. “Imagemaking serves to make sense of the world,” (Arnheim, Visual 257) and this mapping of space
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and time continues to influence, mold and ultimately hinder the viewers’ phenomenal experience
with the art. Benton and Rivera’s legacy could get in the way of the viewer’s authentic
experience because they utilize only the dominant chronotopes of their respective nations.
Perhaps what this study has shown us is that we should use the lens of chronotopology to
see how artists represent the narratives of their work. In his essay “Chronotopology: Critique of
Spaiotemporal Regimes Chronotopology,” Eduardo Mendieta describes chronotopology as the
study of how space and time are produced and how society, in turn, produces and reproduces
itself via these lenses of space and time (Wilkerson 180). We must continue to excavate through
the histories and representations of US and Mexican identity to recognize the counter-narratives
that have been eclipsed.
Perhaps the voices of dissonance, divergence and contradiction can help us recognize
how certain preoccupations with representational forms of space and time in art hinder us from a
more complex and authentic national identification. Heidegger believed that art is important
because it opens up another world for us and is “…the becoming of truth” (Heidegger, Basic
140). The representational arts parallel the real world in that they both reveal and conceal their
truth. Heidegger deemphasizes the artwork’s value based on its expression of the life of the
artist who created it and focuses instead on the art as an allegory and symbol, a phenomenon that
can be universally encountered and appropriated by all. Art, especially memorials that depend
more on the artist and a dominant narrative than on the art as a thing-in-itself, will constrict the
viewer’s interpretation, identification and transcendence. Heidegger wants to talk about Being
and the primordial level from which we create and engage with art, a level before a separation
between subject and object. From a Heideggerian perspective, the way that space and time are
used in memorials is important because they are the forms, the ontology, of our sensory
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experience in the world, our way of being in and experiencing the world. We cut down on the
affective quality of a memorial by designating the space and time so dogmatically in the US and
Mexico based on the legacy of Benton and Rivera’s chronotopes.
Paul Ricoeur explained how we live with both cosmological (the linear progression of
our births to our deaths) and phenomenological time (events and actions cause us to think about
what came before and what will come after in a more complex relationship of connections).
Ricoeur described how these two concepts of time are integrated or “anchored” to one other.
When we think of celebrations such as an Independence Day we may think of it in relation to
those that came before and those that will come after while acknowledging its present succession
on a linear timeline. Ricoeur called this anchoring an “inscription” of phenomenological time on
cosmological time (Ricoeur, Time 103). To attach a national identity more to one sense of time
minimizes one’s ability to recognize themselves in the symbolism of the memorial and is
antithetical to each person’s way of being in the world. A memorial must have both linear and
cyclical time in order for its citizenry to experience both cosmological and phenomenological
time. A preoccupation by the US and Mexico with Benton’s and Rivera’s chronotopes
respectively, could cause US memorials to concentrate on linear time and limit the embodied
experience of the viewers while Mexican memorials minimize linear time and the viewers’
cosmological disposition.
As examined in Chapter Two, Friedrich Nietzsche’s monumental memory is at work in
the US and Mexico as the representations of each ideology in memorials focus on the image of
each country’s perceived past grandeur based on their origin stories. Through space and time,
the US and Mexico constructed an ideology of what it means to be American and Mexican, and
adopted those ideas into 2-D and 3-D forms that have extended into the 21st century. Using
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Nietzsche’s other category of antiquarian (Donohoe 97), we see that memorials seek to preserve
and revere those ideological origins. What is needed now is Nietzsche’s third category of
history, the critical category, with a critical interpretation of the memorials and their
representational forms. “The form of art…is a privileged place in which one can observe social
conditioning and thus the social situation” (Jameson, Conversations 179). I believe that
Jameson’s political lens was too narrow and I propose that the artist-philosopher can discover
and disclose how artists are consciously or unconsciously repeating the chronotopes that are
controlling and constraining the conversations and images of identity. We are in need of a
Nietzschean critical memory that is not interested in just forgetting or throwing off the yoke of
an imagined story, but one which questions that story because the work of art can reveal some
desire, truth or revelation that can authentically reveal an understanding of these communal
identities in the present.
“American people who achieved independence in the late 18th century were few and
homogenous; overwhelmingly white, British and Protestant, broadly sharing a common culture
and overwhelmingly committed to the political principles embodied in the Declaration of
Independence, the Constitution and other founding documents” (Huntington 11). This is not the
US of the 21st century with a little over a third of the population identifying as a minority with
the 2010 Census (US Census Bureau 2011). Therefore, to utilize forms that primarily represent a
homogeneous, white European identity is an injustice to the real US heterogeneous identity.
Gertrude Stein is famous for saying that “There is no there there” (Stein, Everybody’s 289) when
talking about Oakland, USA and her expatriation from the country. I believe that she was
actually identifying the US preoccupation with open, horizontal space and linear time in its
national identity and how her childhood home was no longer recognizable to her after all of the
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changes that had taken place from “progress.” The United States continues to be a nation that
identifies with calculating and streamlining everything and every person for maximum
production and progress. A linear focus in US memorials expresses the hubris of trying to totally
encapsulate the memory of events by leaving no room for ambiguity or inscrutability. Linear
time that dominates in memorial art relies on the successive narrative too much and tries to
answer questions that perhaps cannot be resolved.
Open space that implies the absence of enclosure or confinement, ironically does not lead
to an “open” memorial in the US as it narrows the narrative and the experience with its
chronotope. Open space reinforces our separation and our aloneness. “The American bubble of
personal space is a display window” (Sellers 139) that keeps us concerned with our individuality,
and our individuality will not allow us to be in a community when our preference for communal
identity is placed on the first half of the famous Dumas’ quote unus pro omnibus, omnes pro uno
(one for all, and all for one). Self is placed above the group, and self-reliance is the goal of a
horizontally focused citizenry. Basing one’s national identity on the notion of freedom and open
space results in US citizen’s protesting over quarantine requirements imposed by the US federal
and state governments during the Covid-19 pandemic. Restrictions on some US residents’
ability to move through horizontal space is considered more of an assault on their freedom rather
than recognized as a necessary measure to safeguard the lives of those citizens more vulnerable
to the spread of COVID-19.
Anything that extends past a structured and linear narrative breaks from the US
preoccupation of moving towards the future. Benton himself, who artistically exulted in the use
of linear time, recognized that a heavy US identification with linear time resulted in what he
defined as parvenuism where “the new became synonymous with better” (Benton 28). What
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comes next is valued not for its substance but for the simple fact it is new, and therefore,
synonymous with progress. Our preoccupation with the new and the future has a backlash
because we devalue the past and even the present as the abstracted future is the most important
time. A compulsive identification with an abstracted future results in the immortalization of the
future and those dwelling in it. Heidegger warns of the alienating consequences for Being for
those who are unable to “dwell” authentically in the world because they cannot recognize
mortality. “Heidegger suggests that it is more properly human to feel anxiety in the face of such
finality. He asserts that this anxiety draws us away from our constant concern for the mundane
activities of everyday life” (Donohoe 236). Henri Bergson also notes the alienating
consequences of nations who lack a cyclical understanding and internalization of time, “We have
no grasp of the future without an equal and corresponding outlook over the past” (Bergson 69). I
have heard people say that death is un-American, and what I believe this means is that the
thought of their individual selves no longer existing is contrary to the US emphasis on the future
because finitude is the enemy of that forever forward movement through time that is equated
with freedom.

Fig. 77. Lluvia Arras and Maria Ramos. The Quincunx. Handbook to Life in the Aztec World. 2006. pg. 302.
https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/ask-experts/why-do-there-seem-to-be-two-domino-pieces-on-the-sunstone. Accessed
August 9, 2020.
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Mexican memorials can suffer from the same restrictions that allow more of their
populace to engage with memorials if they are constrained under a chronotope similar to
Rivera’s that relies on vertical space and cyclical time. The preoccupation with vertical space
overrides the fact that indigenous peoples’ space in Mexico was quite open and horizontal with
their lack of individual ownership of the land as it had no “stable boundaries or territories”
(Kirby 51). With the appropriation of primarily the vertical space in the indigenous cultures
comes a legitimization of the conquest of the tribes by focusing on their shared vertical
transcendence with the Europeans. While the axis mundi and a vertical understanding of the
world that connects the heavens, earth and underworld together were important for Mayans and
Aztecs, they saw the equal importance of the horizontal dimension of space and the land. The
quincunx (Figure 77), a delineation of the earth bounded by solar movements and cardinal
directions, forms a flat plateau that extends to the horizontal limits of the Mayan and Aztec
world. The verticality of the indigenous cosmology was insignificant without the comparative
horizontal expanse of the land and the world. Could this recognition allow for a recovery of
more horizontal perception of Mexican identity that can allow their individuality to have a place
of worldly significance within the group dynamic of vertical space? Jose Luis Cuevas, a
Mexican muralist of the Generación de la Ruptura (Break Away Generation) who was inspired
by international movements and styles in post-World War II, wrote “What I want in my
country’s art are broad highways leading out to the rest of the world rather than narrow trails
connecting one adobe village with another” (Werner 99). Octavio Paz believed that part of the
identity crisis that his fellow Mexicans suffered was their inability to “liberate themselves from
the glorification of the Aztec period,” (Hoy 380) a glorification that we have seen in Rivera’s
chronotope.
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A concentration of cyclical time in Mexican memorials can instill an emphasis on the
eternal revolution of history and events. Cortés’ arrival and subjugation of the indigenous
peoples was seen as the fulfillment of the 5th sun for Montezuma and the return of the Toltecs to
their rightful power usurped by the Aztecs. Fate can be seen as inevitable in cyclical time.
Historically, we can see how this sort of predestination of endless births and deaths resulted in
converting the institutional corruption of the ancient Aztec tribute into the current Mexican
mordida (bite), bribes paid to pubic officials. Many weaker tribes were exploited by more
powerful tribes, and many indigenous people accepted their marginal place within the society
created by the Europeans as a continuation of their assigned fate. A predestination reigns in
cyclical time and “Conquest, establishment and revolution become a cycle” (Souter 151) in the
Mexican narrative. Mexican national identity is filled with endless repetition and reinvention
with no sense of progress or change promised by a more linear concept of time. Unfortunately, a
nation that identifies primarily with cyclical time could add this dishonesty and fiscal abuse to
the list of other inevitable things that have occurred because it can be seen as unavoidable fate of
cyclical time.

Fig. 78 and Fig. 79 Nahui Ollin. Illustrations from the Codex Borbonicus 1519-1521. Bibliothèque de l'Assemblée
Nationale, Paris. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahui_Ollin and https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/ohballs. Accessed November 2, 2019.
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The ollin (Figure 78), an Aztec glyph that symbolizes movement and represented by both
eye and ball, has traditionally been equated with the cycles of eras. I would remind us of its
other incarnations and its association with the ballgame and its projection outwards, soaring
through open space (Figure 79). The movement through horizontal space was as much a part of
the ball game as the height of the walls that encircled it. The inner circle of the ollin reinforces
the repetition, but the extended outer arms indicate a freedom of projection that is not
predetermined in scope. There is an impossibility of a national identity existing in the now or
simply living/being in the present when the past is always the “living present” (Chorba 12),
evident in all of Rivera’s national murals. The living present comes with the belief that certain
things are inevitable, a lush landscape that could cultivate corruption. Both understandings of
linear and cyclical time exist within the history and culture.
The vertical space and cyclical time of Mexico has an uneasy partnership with the
ideologies and representations of those Spanish colonials and the indigenous peoples, coming to
a union with the contemporary mestizo of Mexican citizenry. Where does that leave the mulattos
(African-Spanish) and the zambos (African-indigenous)? Are they still relegated to the bottom
tier in the casta painting of the national ideology? If a memorial chronotope only represents the
dominant narrative, then other groups remain anonymous at worst and undervalued at best.
Limiting the types of space and time used in US and Mexican memorials does not
provide the means for Heidegger’s aletheia, a revealing or disclosure of truth and meaning. Art
has the power to reveal not just itself, but other beings in a particular way, and I would argue that
it can reveal our communal identities among other beings and ourselves. There must be a
meshing of both chronotopes in memorials to affect a more representative, heterogeneous
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national identity, a space where citizens can be together but maintain their individual
subjectivity.
I believe that the philosopher who can most help us with our critique of memorials and
our critical memory is Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin commended Dostoevsky’s The Brothers
Karamazov because the author creates independent voices that are fully equal and become
subjects in their own right, not serving the ideological position of the author, “a sublimity of
freed perspectives” (Bakhtin, Problems xx). In a polyphonic novel, the characters and the reader
participate as equals in the creation of truth. Can this not also work in the creation of communal
identity among the creators, the artworks and the perceivers? National art that does not
consciously include both horizontal and vertical space and linear and cyclical time commits itself
to monologue instead of dialogue and does not actually represent the amalgamation and
heterogeneity of its citizens.
National art that includes an ensemble of images and experiences can reach as many
viewers as possible. An ensemble allows Bakhtin’s dialogic approach to story where more
voices are heard. Therefore, within a dialogic memorial, the chronotope would expand to
include both horizontal and vertical space, as well as linear and cyclical time, allowing for a
diversity of voices and perspectives and for disrupting and countering dominant storylines of
prior national narratives based on origin myths.
What better way to expand on this ensemble approach to memorial making than to have
art works created by a collective group of artists who can contribute a multiplicity of
perspectives and ideas. Collaborative art projects are a response by artists looking to incorporate
a dialogical methodology in the creation and distribution of art works with communication as
central in every stage of the art process.
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Hannah Arendt’s image of the world as a table located between those who sit around it in
her The Human Condition (Arendt Human 52-3) is an excellent allegory for the chronotope
needed for national memorials. This world/table separates us and holds us together at the same
time. Memorials, like Arendt’s table, need to encourage what she defined as human plurality
that consists of two important qualities: “equality and distinction” (Arendt, Human 175). As a
political philosopher, Arendt recognized the importance of stories and narratives in the creation
of national identities and the space of politics where we act and speak. National memorials and
their particular chronotopes must reflect our equality while acknowledging what makes each
citizen distinct and different. It is not surprising that Arendt wrote Men in Dark Times as a series
of essays (stories) about people whom she admired and who stood out in troubled times. She
used stories to describe their thoughts and actions, yet the stories do not completely define who
they were. The stories also raise more questions for the listeners. National memorials should
make us ask—what does it mean to be an US citizen? What does it mean to be a Mexican
citizen? An expanded chronotope is required if we really want to include a multiplicity of
identities within the national identity rather than embracing the limited and limiting chronotopes
of Benton and Rivera. Public art still has the power to speak to and reflect its citizenry, so the
reach of these works must extend to as many people as possible. Otherwise, we are left with a
single, dominant narrative that excludes those on the margins as the world continues to grow and
change.
Janet Donohoe in her book Remembering Places calls for a “hermeneutical approach”29
to memorials in order to explore their cultural and historical aspects. Viewers should each be
invited to become a Hermes, an interpreter and mediator for the humans instead of the gods.
Memorials need to be poetic, places for a multiplicity of interpretations. Donohoe also uses
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Ricoeur’s description of the in-between as to how we should construct a memorial with “…its
ideology to secure the social bond of the nation that remains open to reinterpretation of the past”
(Donohoe 128), a poetic space between I and thou where past and future exist together. It is here
at the table, the in-between spaces, where communal identity can develop and expand. This can
be done by unbinding the chronotopes and presenting narratives of a nation instead of one
narrative of a nation. We may think of it as a way of interweaving the chronotopes into an
expanded and more inclusive polyphony. Donohoe describes this as a way to hold memory and
history in tension (Donohoe 132), a palimpsest that each generation can edit. We can hold things
in common while still being diverse and free from the authority of the dominant narrative.
As embodied, living beings, we all have experienced space as horizontal and vertical and
time as linear and cyclical. It is a part of each person’s cognitive scaffolding. “Heidegger
believed that recognizing our finite existence (death) was the essential element to understanding
our Being” (Heidegger, Being 241). He recognized that the poetic nature of things can open up
“a dwelling place that transcends the exhibition setting” (Donohoe 41). A broader chronotope
provides a spatio-temporal place of encounter with more possibilities for interpretation and
questioning of our origins, thinking, memories and identities.
Theodor Adorno who discussed content and form in his aesthetic texts, wrote that “The
greatness of works of art…consists solely in the fact that they give voice to what ideology hides”
(Biron 211). It now becomes our responsibility to question these forms as we strive to create
national identities that can somehow represent the great diversity of those populations in order to
include everyone in the story of their nation.
It is more difficult for hegemonic narratives to dominate art spaces when people from the
margins participate in the creation and installation of the narratives. Once again, I quote from
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Jameson that “The form of art…is a privileged place in which one can observe social
conditioning and thus the social situation” (Jameson, Conversations 179). National memorials
can continue to privilege master narratives within their forms. Or, we can create memorials that
strive to be trans historical due to their dialogical natures and broader chronotopes. Memorials
must have a higher goal than simply educating and inspiring the viewers. National memorials
need to reflect the collective nature of our being, thinking and remembering. A merged
chronotope with its inclusivity is crucial in our current times with an international pandemic that
requires each nation to recognize, value and respect a diverse citizenry.
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1

OED definition: manifest destiny n. (also with capital initials) orig. U.S. (now hist.) the doctrine or
belief that the expansion of the United States throughout the American continents was both justified and
inevitable; this (expected) expansion itself; also in extended use.
2

Form in this study is not being used to define the specific element of a 3-dimensional work of art but
rather defined by the Tate Museum that refers to its “physical nature” or the “overall form” taken by the
work. (https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/f/form)
Tradition, defined by Raymond Williams, as “a shaping past and a pre-shaped present, which is then
powerfully operative in the process of social and cultural definition and identification” (Williams, 115).
3

4

The term visual form is based on Rudolf Arnheim’s definition of an artist using materials to represent
and give “visible form to all aspects of life…art as visual form and visual form as the principal medium of
productive thinking.” (Visual Thinking, 295).
An individual’s and a group’s memories are constructed from experience but also from prior memories.
Some memories are selected while others are lost.
5

6

Dr. Michael Smith makes an astute observation when he says that the idea is part Kantian by how
experience is pre-determined by the a priori forms of space and time that we utilize. Unlike Kant’s
attribution of the universality of space and time, the categories are historically and socially contingent to
each nation or culture as implied by Hegel. (Notes from a lecture in the Kant/Hegel Divide course at
IDSVA in 2012.)
7

I will be using indigenous people(s) when referring to those original First Nations who populated the
New World of North America prior to European colonization. While the term American Indian has
gained popularity in nomenclature in the past few decades in the United States, I believe that this study
should use the term indigenous peoples as it is referring to First Nations that inhabited both the US and
Mexico. The term pueblos indígenas is used widely in Mexico and other Latin American countries. In
2002, the United Nations started to use the term indigenous people to refer to all Aboriginal and First
Nations around the world affected by colonialization. It is noted that the actual names of specific tribes
are preferred by current indigenous people when referenced but the plurality of this study requires a larger
grouping of multiple tribes when referenced.
8

Justin Harisson, in his dissertation Joy as Attunement and End in the Philosophies of Martin Heidegger
and Henri Bergson, best explains Heidegger’s definition of attunement as one of the “structures of
disclosure of the world that is part of the fundamental constitution of the existence of Dasein” (Being) p.
1. Attunement is exhibited in the fundamental moods of joy, love, anger, fear, boredom, etc.
9

Heidegger used the term Gestell that has been translated into enframing meaning the way that people are
ordered or gathered to be available for use as tools or instruments in the modern world focused on
technology.
10

Heidegger uses this term to denote the disclosing of truth

11

One may think of it as shedding the light on something (idea, situation, etc).
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12

Kant believed that space and time do not exist objectively outside of the perception of the mind. Our
spatial and temporal intuitions allow us to interpret and mediate our experiences. This study focuses on
both how we use these intuitions to mediate our experiences and the way we use space and time to
artistically represent our understanding of the world.
13

In Gestalt Theory, psychologists believe that our minds have the predisposition to perceive patterns on
the stimuli we encounter based on certain principles, and these principles are divided into categories:
proximity, similarity, continuity, closure and connectedness. With reference to the art world, perception,
organization and symmetry are added to those psychological categories.
14

Representation as used in this study is defined artistically as the use of images or symbols to
communicate ideas and thoughts.
15

The analogy of sedimentation helps to create a visual aid to represent the layers of memories,
experiences, events, etc. that build upon one another. There is a need to stress that those sediments do not
remain at the very bottom as in pure geological definition but are layered and come to rise to the surface
at times under certain circumstances.
16

Ipse is Latin meaning himself.

17

Idem is Latin meaning the same.

18

Ideology is being used in this paper as viewed and defined by Frederic Jameson (Jameson,
Conversations, 144) when he writes that the most productive notion of ideology is the model that tries to
connect questions of individual subjectivity with larger issues of the social and of group fantasy.
19

Human geography or anthropogeography is the branch of geography that deals with the study of people
and their communities, cultures, economies, and interactions with the environment by studying their
relations with and across space and place (Johnston 353).
20

The OED identifies the etymology of affect coming from the Latin afficere meaning to influence.
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It is interesting to note that leitfaden also translates into theme, textbook or educational manual.

Etymologically speaking with respect to the OED, nostalgia comes from the ancient Greek νόστος
meaning a return home that I believe is synonymous with a return to one’s origins.
22

23

Chronos meaning quantitative time as measured sequentially by seconds, minutes, hours, days, etc.

24

Kairos meaning qualitative time as regarded that what happens can have significance in our future as
there is a connection between past, present and future. We can be aware of a good time to plant as we
compare and reference it to good planting times or seasons from the past.
25

Elijidos are communal lands under government control that began in the early 20th century in Mexico
that are based upon the prior Aztec calpulli system that allotted land to members of the tribe.
26

Classical Náhuatl was the language of the Aztec and Toltec empires. Today there are currently over a
million indigenous people who speak various dialects of the original language.
27

The OED defines magical realism as "Originally: a style of painting which depicts fantastic or bizarre
images in a precise representationalist manner (first used in German to describe the work of members of
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the Neue Sachlichkeit movement). In extended use: any artistic or esp. literary style in which realistic
techniques such as naturalistic detail, narrative, etc., are similarly combined with surreal or dreamlike
elements."
Pelado literally means the “peeled one” or someone who is exposed to the economic, cultural and
natural elements because of their low status in society, primarily in urban areas. The word “bum” could
be considered an English equivalent.
28

29

The hermeneutic approach in this study refers to the study, practice and theory of interpreting symbols,
texts, objects and the way we understand them.
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